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FOREWORD

Dear Girl—

Your publisher is exactly right in saying that a Foreword to your book is unnecessary. Only
a conceited self-styled artist would think of painting the lily.

However, | did look you up in Who's Who, and after reading about your accomplishments
what little courage | had was dispelled.

All | can say is that you have shown that a woman can achieve first rank in surgery. That is
obvious.

If anything could be added to this statement it would be that the manifest need just now
is for more women surgeons. | am convinced of this because male operators have made
such a terrible botch of pelvic surgery that only women surgeons can bring it back to
conservative standards.

You have ridden to distinction on your own momentum. Nobody can add to it.

Very sincerely, A. E. HERTZLER
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PETTICOAT SURGEON
3
1“SHE-BOY-AGENT!”

“HI, JOSH! She-boy-agent!” This jocose salutation poured from the grocery store, the
blacksmith shop and the grist mill, and reverberated through the hills that encircle the little
village of Stony Creek, Michigan. It was intended to frustrate my father who had just been
informed that he had begotten a second daughter instead of a long-planned and much-
wished-for son.

Eight busy years had passed since Mother had her first baby, my sister Alice. The village
gossips, not all women, agreed that Joshua and Sarah were either just lucky or very
clever so long to have evaded the common practice of biennial births. In fact, when
Mother began to grow big in the belly, her increasing girth was attributed to middle-aged
plumpness. Mother was so tight-lipped about her private life as well as about the affairs of
her neighbors, that my birth came as a complete surprise to the community.

In 1863 we had two good physicians in Rochester, Michigan, the small town a mile and
a half from Stony Creek. They were twins, Jerry and Jesse Wilson, born and educated in
Canada, and they appeared on all occasions in long frock coats and high, silk, plug hats.
Jesse was married; Jerry, a bachelor.

All night Mother endured the discomfort of labor pains, not even disturbing the hired

girl until, in the early morning, it became 4 imperative to send for medical aid. In a fit of
imagined modesty she asked for the married doctor. He was out and the unmarried twin,
peeved at her preference for his brother, would not come without an urgent invitation.

When he arrived at the story-and-a-half, four-room cottage, he climbed the steep,
enclosed stairs and safely deposited his shining stovepipe. In the meantime, | was
personally announcing my arrival and the doctor, peering over the top of the lifted sheet,
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saw me between my mother's outstretched legs, kicking at my placenta, aimlessly my fists
and howling, as | have many times since, at the unfitness of the male midwife.

| had other reasons for crying: my country was at war—fierce, cruel, civil war. During my
first year | was never known to smile, although since then smiling has been one of my
distinctive features and displayed at the ghost of an opportunity.

| should, however, have been born laughing instead of crying, for | was that most fortunate
of creatures, a wanted baby. | did not have to dimple and dance my way into the hearts

of the family. In fact, my birth was regarded as a jubilee to celebrate the liquidation of the
farm mortgage, a consummation of Father's ambition to be a debt-free Dutchman.

Nor were my parents the only ones made happy by my entrance into the family circle;
my sister Alice was delirious with joy. After she had married and had a baby of her own,
she surprised me by relating at a little gathering of women where each one was recalling
happiest moment in her life, “It was when | was told that | had a baby sister. It is so vivid
that it seems like an incident of yesterday. | rushed to tell Grandmother who lived around
the corner and as | ran over a pile of chips | could feel nothing under my feet but air.”

| am more grateful to my mother for catching my father for her husband, than | am for
anything she ever did for me, including my birth. For it is to my father that | am indebted for
a lucky start in life—I was a jubilee baby. To be a jubilee baby meant being rocked to sleep
in the arms of my mother, ridden a la cock horse on Father's strong hid boots, danced and
tossed 5 from the arms of one hired man into those of another, cuddled and trundled about
by an adoring sister. As a result, | by-passed the dirty, wormlike stage of creeping and
crawling. Walking unaided at the age of eight months, | began my eighty year marathon.

Another precious birthday gift was being a breast-fed baby. To be born with a silver spoon
in one's mouth does not always insure health or perfect development, but to be born with
a mammilla in one's mouth takes out for the baby an irrevocable life insurance. Breast
milk, the amount and composition of which changes miraculously from month to month
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according to the needs of the nursling, gives the baby an immunization through years of
protective vaccines acquired by the mother, which no other food can provide. In my own
case, immunization through breast-milk have been perfect, for up to the age of ten | had
once of the diseases of childhood nor any other contagious disease. At the time | was
born, during the Civil War, it was a frown of fortune if a baby had to be artificially fed. Even
if a child so fed survived the first year, the second summer presented far greater hazards.

| was not only breast-fed, but left to Mother and me | might still be nursing. She was not
copying the customs of the mothers of Japan or Labrador, who often nurse their offspring
for four or five years. Her sole motive was to make me happy. My weaning was not
accomplished through shrieking hunger and physical privation, but by a powerful bribe, a
price offered by my Aunt Julia.

Aunt Julia was a lover of finicalities, a milliner by trade, and as the youngest in here family
she had been the favored one. She used to visit us on the farm and bring with her some of
her town friends. They would go on picnics, play croguet or sit on the long cool porch while
Mother cooked delicious meals for them or washed dishes. One day, Aunt Julia appeared
in Mother's best dress and asked in depreciating tone, “Do you think this is all right for

the picnic?” “That's Mother's best dress,” | screamed, “Mother, don't let her wear it to the
picnic.” Arching 6 her heavy black eyebrows, Mother looked at me and gave her little laugh
of finality. Nothing more was said.

On one of these visits my childless aunt caught me nursing. | stood by Mother's side as

she sat in the “Grandma” chair with its ladder back and low flag-bottomed seat scarcely

a foot above the floor. Great-grandmother had occupied this chair when she came in the
covered wagon from New York State to the Territory of Michigan. A very handy piece of
furniture for a nursing more-than-three-year-old little girl.

Aunt Julia made no effort to conceal her disapproval. She could not have been more
disgusted if she found me sucking one of Father's pipes. “I think it is horrid for such a big
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girl as you to be nursing like a little baby. If you will give it up | will bring you a china cup
from Mt. Clemens where | am going today.”

With anticipatory speed | agreed, and she brought me a china cup decorated with flowers
and an inscription. Mother filled it with milk and | ran to my favorite play spot-a pile of
stones, the remains of the first log cabin that Great-grandfather built and in which Mother
was born.

However, my joy was brief, for only a few delicious possessive moments elapsed before
the cup was broken to bits. Bearing the shattered china in both hands | burst into the room
where Mother was chatting with some of the neighbors who often dropped in. My wail, “I
broke my cup and now | want my titty,” was greeted with such deafening laughter that |
retired. Never again did | nurse and | boast arrogantly that, if not self-made, | am a self-
weaned woman.

GREAT-GRANDFATHER'S GRACE A story about Rev. Lemuel Taylor

GREAT-GRANDFATHER never liked cornmeal mush, and when he was sparking a girl
named Sally, back in New York, he used to come Sunday nights and stay for supper.
Sally's father was a Whig and did not care for the Taylors because they were Tories and
had fought valiantly for the King.

One Sunday, when Great-grandfather came to call, Sally's father ordered mush and milk
for supper to show his disapproval. Just as the family were about to be seated, another
suitor appeared who was more pleasing to Sally's family. The mush and milk were taken
away at once, and a “company supper” ordered in its place. When they were about to eat,
Great-grandfather was asked to say grace. He did, in these words: “The Lord be praised, |
am amazed To see how things have mended Shortcake and tea for supper we see, Where
mush and milk were intended.”

9
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2 CACKLING CHROMOSOMES

BORN SPONTANEOQUSLY, without medical intervention, and nursed according to my
own schedule instead of any pediatric rule, | might be dubbed a fosterling of Pan. | was
carefree as that good for sixteen years. Barefooted and bareheaded when weather
permitted, | roamed fields that had been the happy hunting grounds of hostile tribes of
Indians up to the time when, in 1823, my mother's grandfather, Rev. Lemuel Taylor,
bought the land from the government for one dollar and a quarter an acre. President
Monroe signed the documents of sale that now, framed, hang in the hall of the old
homestead.

Great-grandfather could not have taken seriously the Bible phrase, “the days of his years
are three score,” for when he was sixty years of age he broke connections with his church
and lodge in Aurelius, New York State. Into ox-drawn covered wagons, with ends like
Shaker bonnets, looking forward into the sealed future, and backward into the severed
past, he packed his lifelong accumulation of worldly goods, and set out on a three months'
trek westward, into wild and unsettled country. To remove the temptation of ever returning,
he took with him, like a kangaroo with its posterity in its pouch, his wife, his ten children,
his six in-laws and his twenty-six grandchildren-sufficient to guarantee a lineage even for a
pioneer.

10

A chromosomic leaning “to go west” may have urged him to begin life at sixty, for his own
great-grandfather had sailed from Oxfordshire, England, in the Truelove and landed in
Yarmouth, Massachusetts, in 1636, soon after the Mayflower came to Plymouth.

The Erie Canal, “a cent and a half a mile and a mile and a half an hour,” was the sole
system of transportation in the United States in 1823. It had been completed at that date
to within eighty miles of Buffalo. Great-grandfather's family caravan was towed through
the Erie Canal to this point, but from there on traveling became more difficult with every
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mile. Their covered wagons, with bulging loads, were drawn by yoked oxen; and the men,
mounted on horses, headed the trek, while the cows and the excited children brought up
the rear.

From Buffalo they journeyed around Lake Erie, through Cleveland and Detroit. It was full
of pioneers, and the only tavern that would take the Taylor family was so crowded that
the eight women and the youngest of their twenty-six children slept in the second story,
while the nine men and the older boys had to find places to sleep on the floor in the bar
room. Then they went on to Rochester, a few log cabins twenty-five miles north of Detroit.
There had been paths, trails, and even roads up to this point, but beyond was unbroken
wilderness.

The pioneers now faced the necessity of making a road through virgin forests. They
zigzagged, snake-fence fashion, cutting a road among giant trees twenty-four feet in girth,
until they reached high ground overlooking a peaceful valley traversed by a noisy creek.

To reach this piece of ground they had for three months jolted over rough roads, with
meals poorly cooked or uncooked. They had endured the long comfortless nights,
the constant loading and unloading of wagons, and the recurrent embarrassment of
ministering to the daily needs of the body. Each discomfort in its own way had helped
convert them into tired savages.

As the fagged. Taylor family looked into the fertile valley of Stony Creek, their homesick
souls became inspirited. It was the 11 month of June; the beckoning landscape waved a
welcome and begged them to remain.

On the sloping land beside the creek, under the shadow of a circle of high wooded hills,
Great-grandfather built a log cabin out of the material at hand. The children brought clay
from the creek to fill chinks in the logs and to make the clay mortar for plastering the walls.
They constructed a fireplace with a “stick” chimney for heating the house, and a bake oven

Petticoat surgeon http://www.loc.gov/resource/lhbum.08820



Library of Congress

on the outside for the cooking. Window and door spaces were left open and covered with
skins or blankets. In this first log cabin in Stony Creek my mother was born in 1830.

Great-grandfather lived only seven years after coming to the Territory of Michigan, yet
that seven-year Taylor saga is a record of accomplishment. He and his sons built the
first houses, some grand colonial buildings that are still beautiful, and other houses that,
though small and humble, have stood the test of time. They constructed a church, a
school, a tavern, stores, smithy shops for shoeing horses, making shoes and turning out
wagons—everything contributing to life in an isolated village. Forests were cut down and
orchards planted. Thus civilization was pushed farther into the unsettled Northwest.

The Indians, wild animals, inclement weather and privation of pleasures called for the
courage of a Daniel, the strength of a Samson, and the steadfastness of the Apostles.
There were mosquitoes that called for the patience of Job. These pests were so vicious
and numerous that the men had to make a smudge to be able to milk the cows or care for
the horses. In addition, there came the miasma from the swamps, and the pioneers shook
with ague until cold weather brought relief.

Great-grandfather's conversation carried overtones of the immensity of the natural world
which he had conquered and tamed for human living. One of our family anecdotes records
the way in which he once threatened to punish one of his grandsons. “Miner, | am sorry to
hear of your deviation from rectitude, and if such an abomination ever occurs again, | shall
unbutton the sky and let it down on you.”

12

When this man, so rugged, so self-reliant, so even-handed, passed beyond the dominance
of his household and his community, it must indeed have seemed as if death had actually
unbuttoned the sky, and let it fall, leaving his people groping in darkness.
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When young people have every opportunity and advantage in selecting mates, too
often marriage is unsuccessful. Yet, among the pioneers who had a Hobson's choice in
matrimonial chances, domestic tragedies were rare.

In a family of five girls Mother was kept busy working for some one of her sisters almost
all the time; nevertheless, she found ways to attract a jolly young Hollander, Joshua Van
Hoosen, who became her wedded husband.

The Van Hoosens migrated to Canada from the Netherlands in 1829, and the following
year my father was born in London, Canada, six months before Mother was born in Stony
Creek. Poor beyond description, the Van Hoosens moved to Stony Creek with their eleven
children when Father was six years old.

Grandmother Van Hoosen worked endlessly and on “almost nothing a year” kept the

wolf from the door of her ever-increasing family, but its howling was a constant refrain.
Grandfather Van Hoosen never took life seriously. His contribution to the support of his

kin depended, in a perverse fashion, upon how much others did. The more they worked
the less he exerted himself. Father did not like this hand-to-mouth way of life. He had to
pick thorns and sell them to the village woolen mill to earn the money to buy the first pair of
shoes for his stone-bruised, chilblain-covered feet. Thorns obtained from hawthorn bushes
were used in lieu of pins to close sacks of wool.

When a tad of ten, Father worked in a store that belonged to a sanctimonious deacon

of the church. He saw this professed Christian adroitly touch the steelyards with his little
finger and make a wide application of his thumb to the yardstick, thereby cheating ever
so little in weight and measure. Quite unintentionally this churchman planted the seed
that religion was no 13 more than a capacious cloak for iniquity. Father often warned me,
“Watch him; he's a Christian.”
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Father was only fourteen when he determined to be someone, to get ahead instead of
living an animal-like existence. One day after hunting, he and his father stopped to rest.
Sitting on the top rail of a snake fence Father seized the opportunity for a man-to-man talk.

“Father if you will buy a farm | will help you pay for it and take care of you and Mother as
long as you live, but | must have a deed to the farm. Or perhaps you'd rather I'd pay you
$100.00 for my time until I am twenty-one, or else | will run away.”

Grandfather scratched his round Dutch head. Well he knew how Father would push the
work if they bought a farm. He didn't relish the thought nor did he wish his fourteen year
old son to run away so he said, “S'posin' you pay me for your time, Joshua.”

Father told me this story when we too were sitting on the top rail of a snake fence
overlooking the farm that then belonged to my father. To me it seemed the tale of a tax
on an embryo—an entrance fee into life. But since then | have learned that it was not an
unusual custom. Father looked with pride on the transaction as his first and most credible
business venture. It was in this fashion, with only three months of schooling and burdened
with a voluntarily assumed debt at a time when wages were pitifully small, that Father
entered man's estate.

One of his undertakings was a big contract for splitting rails. The rails were located at a
distance from Stony Greek and could be reached only by walking. To make matters worse,
the weather was extremely cold and he had to eat a lunch frozen by the cold. However,
neither distance nor weather was as hard as the clause in the contract which read: “If the
work is not completed by the first of March no wages will be forthcoming.” Father finished
the job far in advance of the stipulate time.

When he was eighteen he completed payment of the debt he owed his parents for
thoughtlessly ushering him into a world of poverty and making his childhood fierce, barren,
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and independent. 14 That he would not keep his promise was unthinkable, for a Dutchman
must be as good as his word.

After the payment for his time Father saved money to go to California. Our country was
in the grip of the gold fever and it must have spread like a contagious disease to have
reached and innoculated so simple a lad in so remote a village.

The overland trip to the gold fields was very difficult and dangerous; hence, Father
planned to journey by boat from New York to San Francisco, crossing Nicaragua in
wagons. His adventure began as soon as he reached New York City. He was six feet tall,
with steel blue eyes, and hair so red that, when | was little, | described him to strangers,
“That man with pegenty hair and pegenty whiskers and a pipe in his mouth is my father.”
Pegenty was my private version of magenta, a popular color and my favorite one. At

the cheap hotel were he stopped he was spotted at once as a country bumpkin, and a
group of roisterers approached him and suggested drinks and a bit of sight-seeing. Father
bashfully declined and timidly retired to his room. To his consternation he discovered

that his room key did not fit the lock. Nervous and apprehensive, he could not go to bed.
Instead, he twisted the bed clothing into a rope and let himself out through the window. Not
until he was in his bunk aboard the boat, with his belly belt well cinched about his waist
and his tin trunk under his berth, did he feel safe.

In 1853 he returned from California to Stony Creek with his sam belly belt full of gold, and
with a gold ring embossed with nuggets that he himself had dug. With the gold he bought
out the heirs to the Taylor homestead and farm, and with the unalloyed gold ring married
my mother on New Year's Day, 1854.

Mother was more fortunate than Father in many ways. She had attended a school which
her grandfather had instituted on coming to Michigan, and had acquired enough education
to enable her to teach a district school near Stony Creek. She was a woman of Tory

blood and breeding with all of the reserve of an aristocrat. Father could, and usually did,
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intersperse his conversation 15 with oaths that were humorous, harsh or forcible according
to his mood. Mother never used any slang and she never joked, although she would rock
with laughter at a good story.

Father, unlike Mother, was vocal and a “good mixer.” In their diminutive world, he could be
found any evening on the steps of the one grocery store, swapping stories with the men
who congregated there. Mother never made even a short call in the village, except when
her services might be needed on such occasions as sickness or death provided.

Cooking was one of Mother's accomplishments. Without any recipe she could put together
a few ingredients and take from the oven delicious pies, flaky biscuits, big creamy cookies,
and that rarity, even in those days, salt-rising bread.

She disliked sewing, but never refused to make Father's trousers, because he insisted
he could not buy any that fitted so well or were of the same material as those she made.
These trousers were of white linen for summer and waterproof for winter. She also made
his shirts. These were always fashioned of white muslin; in fact, | never knew him to wear
a colored shirt. He wore paper collars which were changed only when he changed his
shirt. He kept them on both day and night (sleeping in them) until he changed the next
time.

Mother also knit stockings for the entire family until the introduction of the knitting machine,
at which time she announced her intention never to knit another stocking or sock. For fifty
years she kept her word with the exception of knitting some silk stockings for her small
granddaughter, until the call came for hand-knit socks for World-War-I soldiers. The she
laid aside her books and papers and knit a sock a day without complaint, up to the day of
the Armistice.

Mother, responsive, percipient and gracious, and almost primitive in her absorption and
satisfaction in her family, had no outside interests. Her understanding and loyalty were
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so deep she could see no wrong in one of her brood. Her man was spotless! Her children
were white-headed! Sacrifice for them brought only joy to her soul.

TORY BLOOD An instance of Mother's independent character

| WAS NEVER more impressed with Mother's almost royal ability to maintain her
individuality than when she attended an important dinner party with her hands as black as
ebony. She had been shucking walnuts without taking precautions to put on gloves, and
her hands had become stained with the juicy shucks—stains that only time could remove.

The invitation to the dinner was unexpected, but she had not the slightest intention of
refusing. She selected a nice pair of white gloves which she did not remove during the
dinner or until she was at home. Alice and | were amused, and asked, “What was said
about the gloves?”

“Why, nothing,” she replied.

| pictured her eating dinner with such dignity that all the ladies, instead of being critical, felt
rather uncomfortable that they, too, were not wearing gloves.

17
3 A FOUR-HUNDRED ACRE PLAYGROUND

OUR FARM in Stony Creek is not just a tract of land devoted to agricultural purposes—it is
the solar plexus of the Taylor-Van Hoosen family, a sanctum sanctorum. Here my mother,
my sister, my niece and | were born; here | received the rudiments of my education and
the groundwork of my physical resistance; here the ashes of my ancestors lie buried.

The debt that | owe the farm overwhelms me when, especially in summer time, | watch
the city children as they hurry to the park playgrounds carrying with them little pails and
shovels.

Petticoat surgeon http://www.loc.gov/resource/lhbum.08820



Library of Congress

| compare the silent artificial cement pool where they wade and splash—a cement pool
as foreign to nature as a bathtub or a wash basin—with the purling spring-fed creek that
pulses and curves like a life-giving umbilical cord over the length and breadth of the farm.

A creek holds increasing fascination in every season of the year. In the spring it becomes
swollen like a thing in heat, spreading over its banks, climbing the rising ground on each
side, unmindful of bridges or fences, carrying along with it great boulder-like chunks of ice
and fence rails, chicken coops or barrels—everything it meets joins in its mad frolic.

After June, as summer advances, it shrinks to a tiny shimmering brook, now hurrying
along, fighting rocks and pebbles, now 18 resting at some sharp bend to make a deep
dark pool, roofed by overhanging boughs.

When the fall comes, the rains bring the creek back to a near-river stream, and it flows
majestically along byways hung with the crimson and yellow of the maples, the burnished
copper of the oak and the dull green of the tamarack and pine.

In winter, through banks rimmed with ice, it glides furtively, now flashing in the sun, now
hidden by a bridge of snow.

| knew the place of growing and the time of blooming of all the flowers that veiled the
countryside in kaleidoscopic splendor from March till late in fall. On the steep hillside
came first the hepaticas, cowslips, adder tongue and blood root—together with the
sweet-smelling buds of wild crab apple and the thorny hawthorn. In June, deep in the
swampland, under the low-branching tamaracks, blossomed the pitcher plants and pink
lady-slippers—exquisite orchids. In July, above the tops of the snake fence, waved the
fleecy white umbels of elder that bore first crimson, and later, lustrous purple berries. In
August, in swales and by the roadside, spread the gay field lilies and the china red white-
root. Through September and October and far into November, over the meadows, grew
wild asters and goldenrod in extravagant profusion.
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Without any worry over planting, cultivating, or watering, year after year this wild garden
provided flowers for me to pick when and in what quantities | wished—flowers to pull to
pieces, to throw away, to play with, or to carry to the house and arrange in vases.

After the flowers, with surprising speed, came fruit. Mother was so inordinately fond of fruit
that my sister. Alice declared she must have been a bird in another incarnation. In this
respect | took after Mother. From the Father | got my big appetite. He said that he was
always and that he had never left the table when he could not have eaten another meal
with relish. | understand, for | confess to the same vulgar appetite.

After six long, cold months when there was nothing green available except cabbage
(canning vegetables is a twentieth century 19 achievement) | began my wild food menu by
eating the crisp wood sorrels with their sharp acid taste; the aromatic sassafras leaves and
the soft yellow bark; young wintergreens and their spicy red checkerberries; and sweetflag,
a marsh herb with thin inner leaves, long green buds, and pungent roots that | was expert
in candying. The mallow, a most persistent weed, has a seed shaped like a miniature
green cheese. Mother and Alice would shake with laughter watching my absorption (I was
only two years old) in hunting these tidbits and eating all | could find.

The first wild fruit to ripen was the mandrake, resembling a yellow plum. Chokecherries,
the wild crab apple, the mealy red thorn apple, and sour wild grapes followed.

After the fruit came the nut season when butternuts, black walnuts, hickory nuts,
hazelnuts, beechnuts, and a few chestnuts in privately owned gardens could be gathered.
Father owned a twenty-acre wood lot in an adjoining county, and so many walnuts

and hickory nuts grew there that we would have been able to market them but for the
marauding excursions made every fall by the townspeople in neighboring cities.

Gathering wild flowers and fruit, hunting bird's eggs, and fishing for tadpoles and snails in
stagnant pools, kept me climbing trees and wandering up hill and down dale.
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Botany and horticulture, as well as ornithology and entomology, were not words in

my country vocabulary. Nevertheless, through Alice's instruction, a foundation was

laid in those branches of science that proved to be of use in later years. She taught

me how to gather, press, dry and preserve the wild flowers for an herbarium; how, by
making tiny holes in each end of bird's eggs, to blow out their contents and arrange them
in a collection. She provided me with a net to catch, and a cyanide bottle in which to
kill, shining beetles and gauzy butterflies that | impaled on a pin so that their beautiful
spreading wings might dry. | was so young when | mastered many scientific names that
| have never forgotten them. A large aquarium made according to my sister's directions
was a delight all through the long winter, 20 for balanced with water plants and snalils it
afforded daily lessons in biology.

| spent little time in the house and had no conscientious feeling about helping Mother with
the housework. | was the doglike companion of my father and, in consequence, acquired
an empirical foundation in agronomy and animal husbandry. When Father announced,
“Well, lambing is over and the creek is pretty high so | guess we better shear next week,”

| trembled with delight. Sheep shearing was a regular spring occurrence. Before shearing,
the sheep were washed in the creek, which was deep and wide at that time of year. This
annual event reminded me of the outdoor baptismal exercises that took place in the village
mill pond as a climax to the winter revival meetings. The fervid injunctions given by the
preacher to his flock sounded to me like the shouts of the hired men—"for Christ's sake!”
“Jumping Jesus!” and “God Almighty’—as they balanced themselves in the water and
washed the sheep “white as snow.” Then too, the gasping, ducking converts seemed as
averse to the chilly mill pond as the struggling sheep to the cold creek. At baptismal time,
Father and | always found a secluded spot overlooking the mill pond, from which we could
get a good view of the immersion spectacle, and as we walked slowly home behind the
bedraggled neophytes, Father would remark, “Just like my sheep—they're doused in the
mill pond, then fleeced good in the church.”
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Preparatory to shearing, the big barn was fitted out with benches made of planks stretched
across saw-horses. Empty haymows were fenced in for the waiting sheep, and the boxing
board set up. A group of shearers that went from farm to farm were employed to shear
the sheep, but Father and | boxed the wool. The docile sheep lay quite and frightened
while the wool was being removed. When released, they ran, a streak of white, out into
the pasture to hunt their lambs that hardly recognized the slim, snowy figures of their
mothers. As soon as a sheep was shorn, Father gathered up the gossamer fleece and
placed it on the boxing board, made with hinged parts that could be folded 21 into a box
form, each part notched and threaded with string to tie the gleaming wool into a small
square package. These were weighed, and then | took them to the house to be stored in
the parlor, clean and warm, until sold.

When spring planting came, corn was the first crop we put in. Wearing a strong apron, the
pockets of which were filled with shelled corn, | dropped several kernels into holes that
Father dug and afterwards covered with soil.

At corn-husking time, with my small husking peg made to fit the third finger of my right
hand, | husked shock after shock of the yellow corn. Father untied and spread the bundle
of corn on the ground, and | husked on one side, he on the other, both on our knees. | was
ambitious to meet him half way, or better, to beat him, but his fingers were too nimble.

For potato planting the “spuds” were brought to the wood-house and cut, with one or two
eyes in each piece. | enjoyed the cutting, but even more, driving the horses to the field with
the seed potatoes. Filling my little basket with them | dropped several chunks into each
hole. The potato crop needed constant attention; hoeing to build up the hills and sprinkling
with Paris green to destroy the bugs.

Ploughing, cultivating, and getting in the winter supply of wood were left entirely to the
hired men, but Father never allowed them to milk he could not trust them to strip the cow's
udders, for if every drop was not removed, the cow might dry up. | loved to watch Father
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milk. My hands, even when | used both of them, were too small to coax the milk out of the
cow's bag.

At harvest time | trotted behind the mowing machine until weary, and then sat in the fence
corner beside the pail of ice water till Father made the round of the field. Unlike Father,
many farmers took fermented drinks with such alluring names as cherry bounce, raspberry
vinegar, or hard cider to the fields in hot weather. But one of Father's brothers, while
walking from Rochester to Stony Creek on a bitterly cold New Year's night, had been

so intoxicated that he was overcome by cold, and 22 froze to death. Father was never
reconciled. He became a strong prohibitionist and would allow no liquor on the place.

When the farm work was a little slack, we pulled stumps. The farm, when Father bought
it from Mother's relatives, was for the most part woodland that had to be cleared before
crops could be raised. Pulling stumps was the most absorbing of all jobs. We drove to the
field in the lumber wagon drawn by the big team, Jim and Charlie. The wagon was loaded
with heavy chains, grappling irons, spades, picks and crowbars.

After we had dug around the stump, chains were fastened to the large roots and the
trunk. The horses, hitched to the long chain, were started at a good pace and as soon

as the slack in the chain was taken up, they reared and heaved. The chain went taut,

but the stump obstinately clung to its hold on the dry earth. Again and again there was
readjusting of chains, more digging with shovels, and more prying with the crowbar. Then
suddenly the stump would roll over on the ground, and the horses would stop in apparent
amazement.

Sometimes we loaded the stump up on the wagon, and took it home to be burned in the
big barrel-shaped stove in the dining room. At other times we dragged it to a corner where
the snake fence was showing weakness.

One of my earliest lessons in physics occurred when Father installed a water system for
the house and barns. In 1865, after my grandmother's death, we moved into the frame
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house that Grandfather had built in 1840. There were so many gushing springs on the
hillside across the creek that Father determined to try to pipe the spring water from the
hillside to the house.

To provides pipes to conduct the water, he cut all tamarack trees, and by boring holes
through them from one end to the other, made them into what were known as “pump
logs.” The next step was to drive the small top-end of one log into the larger bottom-end of
another, and to construct in this manner, a sufficient length of pump logs to carry the water
from the spring down the hill, tunneling across and under the creek, then up a smaller hill
to the house.

23

While the work was progressing, there were plenty of men looking on, ready to laugh at
“Josh's Folly,” but Father always met them with, “Water will always seek its level.”

When the trial came, the spring water from the hillside came gushing and singing through
the buried tamarack logs, to pour forth in a never-ending stream into a big half-barrel just
outside the door of Mother's kitchen.

Many times when Father entered the woodhouse, bulging with wood split, corded, and
ready to burn, he would stoop and drink a dipper of delicious spring water, remarking.
“Your mother is a lucky woman! Wood on her back, and water in her eye.”

Mother never seemed to appreciate this ambiguous joke, but it made my father chuckle a
long time.

Father soon became interested in extending his waterway, and finally laid enough pump
logs to carry the water from the house to a fountain in the dooryard, then to the horse barn,
from there to a roadside trough, and on into the cow barn.
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The fountain was only a cement basin with the whirling spray of a lawn sprinkler in the
center of it, but a fountain in the yard of a farm house attracted much attention, and the
place was known all over the country for having this water system, and a fountain. The
roadside trough was a long wooden box astride the barnyard fence, one-half on the
highway, and the other in the barnyard. This was a favorite place for men from far and
near, to stop and water their horses. When Father wasn't busy, he often spent many hours
here exchanging ideas, or at least expressing his own, while the horses drank and drank
as if they had never tasted such water.

Several years after Father had supplied his family and all our farm animals with pure
pine-tanged water, he built a barn. This was my initiation into the science of building. My
vocabulary swelled with new words—joists, beams, scaffold, rafter, and many others.

But of even greater importance, it was then that | watched the growth of a structure from
its foundation to completed cupolas. Father constructed the barn from the trees and 24
stones found on the place, even as Great-grandfather had built the first log cabin in Stony
Creek out of native material. The barn was called the ‘big” barn because it was the largest
in the county. Father had made it one hundred ad one feet long—in order to exceed the
length of another barn that was only one hundred! The basement was of field stones
gathered from the pastures and the roadsides, and the framework was of hand-hewn
trunks of oak, cut and drawn from the woods during the winter. When all the timbers were
ready and the basement laid, the farmers in the community were invited to help put the
timbers in place and, quite as important, have dinner with us.

The success of that dinner devolved upon Mother. Seventy-five men were to come and
many wives, ostensibly to assist Mother.

Days before he raising we commenced to get ready. There were bushels of potatoes

to be pared; bread, pie, and cake to be baked; and several batches of cookies, lest the
cake give out. There was meat enough to fill the oven in the kitchen, as well as the one in
the woodhouse stove. Coffee was made in the clothes boiler. There were rolls of butter,
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pitchers of thick cream, pickles and jellies. Preparation had to be made for supper as well
as dinner, for many came from a distance and no self-respecting farmer would think of
allowing anyone to leave hungry if he could be persuaded to stay.

The woodhouse was put into shape to be used as a washroom for the men. The porcelain
basins were taken from the bedroom sets, all the tin basins from the kitchen and barn,
together with dishes of Mother's soft soap. These were arranged either in the sink in the
woodhouse or on benches just outside the door. Stacks of towels were ready, and dippers
with which to dip the spring water from the half barrel.

One interesting feature of the raising was the placing of the cornerstone taken from the
ruins of the first Masonic temple that had been built in Michigan, on the top of Mt. Moriah.
In a pocket in the cornerstone Father placed his pipe, samples of the current newspapers,
and currency.

25

To celebrate the completion of the barn Father and Mother took a trip to Philadelphia to
attend the World's Fair. This was in 1876—a big year for our family—for besides having
the new barn and the World's Fair visit to make it memorable, it was the year that Alice
entered the University of Michigan, opened to women only six years before.

| was thirteen years old and while Father and Mother were away in Philadelphia | was
given full charge of the housekeeping. | cooked the meals, made the butter and did all the
work, while Alice, with the assistance of Great-aunt Charlotte, sewed from early morning
till late at night to finish numberless tucked, ruffled and embroidered petticoats, corset
covers, drawers, and nightgowns to take to college.

One of my shortcoming that even farm training has not corrected, is lack of moderation.
On this occasion | sold the butter so short (I was allowed all the butter-money while my
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parents were away) that Mother on her return was aghast to have to buy butter for the first
time in her life.

| learned many things on the farm, but especially how to meet realities. When | wanted
playthings, | made them—boats whittled out of scraps of wood—cows, milk pans, and
churns cut out of pumpkins—playhouses built of material from old buildings—dolls'
dresses and hats made out of odds and ends. When | longed for companions, | made my
choice of all the farm animals, the birds and fishes. When | just wanted to run, | had a four-
hundred-acre farm for my unrestricted arena. When | wanted to eat, the garden, the cellar,
the bushes and brambles, the roots and the gums—all fed me. | was never hungry.

26
4 A BACKYARD KINDERGARTEN

AS A LANDSCAPE project the backyard is an eyesore, but as a kindergarten engineering
laboratory it is without a rival. Backyard activities differ with every day and every season.
Each day | made a circuit of the dozen small, backyard buildings that were a vital
necessity to farm life.

My first visit was to the backhouse, where there was a small, low seat that had been made
especially for me. Through the half-open door | took note of outside happenings while |
studied the pictures in the papers that filled a box in one corner. If | loitered long enough,
the dishes would be washed and wiped during my absence.

The backhouse afforded a genuine retreat when | sought solitude or was emotionally
disturbed. Every month Alice had attacks of severe pain, and on one of these occasions
Mother discovered me in the backhouse, where | was hiding and crying my eyes out.
“What in the world is the matter?” she asked.

“I am sure she is going to die.”
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“Nonsense! Go wash your face and stop crying.”

Because Mother seemed almost amused at my distress | got the notion that | was an
adopted child. | did not look like Mother or Alice. It meant nothing to me that | was the
very image of my father. Nell Watson, a neighbor child, also thought that she had 27 been
adopted, and that we were blood sisters. Whenever | passed her house, she would lean
over the gate sticking out her head like one of the ganders, and hiss, “Does she treat you
all right?”

The “she” was Mother.
“Yep,” | answered, and skipped along.

The backhouse was attached to the end of the woodhouse, and Mother wished to have a
door cut between the two buildings so that the backhouse could be reached without going
out of doors. Mother's plea was that when old ladies visited us, they were unduly exposed
if the weather was rainy. Father met this with the pleasing promise, “Don't worry, Sarah. |
will beau the ladies with an umbrella whenever they want to go to the backhouse.”

Father was actually such a prude and his offer so completely out of character that the
argument ended in a big laugh. However, Mother was no amateur in getting her way and
soon finagled an indoor toilet out of an outdoor backhouse.

Each one of the backyard buildings had a special interest for me. The icehouse was set
over a deep excavation and made of rough lumber with windowless walls and a door
packed with sawdust. It was filled with ice as soon as the mill-pond froze over. The men
sawed the ice into blocks. These they loaded upon the box of the bobsleigh until it looked
like a floating iceberg. Father and | packed the chunks away between layers of hay and
topped the whole with sawdust. Few farmers had icehouses.
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Soon after the icehouse was filled, Father “went fishing” to Lake St. Clair, twenty miles
away, where he bought and brought back a wagon-box load of fine fresh fish of all kinds.
These were spread on the top of the ice, and we ate fried fish, mashed potatoes and milk
gravy until the fish were gone.

Every day all summer, | inspected the height of the ice, wondering if it would last till cold
weather (it always did) and looked over the food stored there for refrigeration.

The smokehouse was constructed of red brick with a dirt floor. Its beams were hung with
hams and bacon, and when | opened the door cautiously so as not to let out the smoke,
the savory odors made me grunt with delight.

28

| hunted the hens' eggs every day and when, after circling through the henhouse, | moved
on, | left the hens cackling, the roosters crowing, the turkeys gobbling, the geese hissing,
and the peacock strutting proudly. Mother gave me one cent a dozen for all the eggs |
brought to her, and my allowance depended upon my skill and zeal as a hunter. Even if
the eggs was addle or cracked, no discount was made.

It was real sport to hunt the eggs in the spring, for the hens, wanting to set, would steal
their nests, and before | could find them would appear with a brood of downy chicks. Often
| had to crawl on my belly under some of the outhouses, and wiggle back, crab-fashion,
with my hands full of eggs. Sometimes | found the nest full of broken shells from which the
chicks had just emerged; at other times, through the blood-stained shell, | saw the head of
the chick appearing; while from other eggs came a persistent tapping, followed by cracking
of the shells.

The corn barn, or corncrib, was a curiously constructed building, with a top much larger
than the base. It had sides made of narrow boards with spaces between to prevent the
corn from “sweating,” and was conveniently near the hogpen. With a couple of ears of corn
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| could tempt the huge snorting sows to lift their fat bodies out of the deep mud in which
they were almost buried and come waddling to the fence.

There was a large revolving grindstone that | never passed without turning its crank rapidly
many times to see how long it would run after | had left it. Near it, was an enormous iron
kettle that tempted me to run around it until | was out of breath. The big kettle was used for
scalding the hogs at hog-killing time and for making soft soap.

A few steps from the kettle was the leach, a tall hod-shaped box set on legs and filled with
wood ashes. When water was poured over the ashes it seeped through and trickled out at
the bottom as a dark brown liquid, called lye. For weeks Mother saved all the fats possible
and, when the soap-making day came, they were boiled with the lye in the iron kettle, and
we had barrels of soap with which to fight country dirt.

29

The study of anatomy, my favorite subject, was begun in the back yard at hog-killing time.
After a fire had been made under the big iron kettle that was filled with water, the corn-
fattened hog was soused in the boiling water, and then suspended by its hamstrings from
a gibbet that had been made out of poles from the woodpile. Knives and axes had been
sharpened at the grindstone. As soon as the bristles had been scraped from the hog's
skin, leaving it pink and clean, the belly of the hog was expertly slashed from tail to snout
with a big knife, and the glistening fat-flecked guts, the purple liver, crimson heart and
spongy lungs rolled, a trembling mass, into the big dishpan. Mother and | received them
and picked away all the fat, which she melted into lard. Then came the work of the sharp
ax, and the huge empty carcass was converted into hams, shoulders, tenderloins, ribs,
pigs' feet, hunks of fat for salt pork and pieces for sausage.

Without a peep into Grey's anatomy | reveled in seeing what was under the skin. Hog
killing was not the only opportunity to pursue this fascinating study, for | early learned to
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dress chickens and turkeys—where to cut, and how, without breaking the gall bladder, to
remove all the viscera.

Production and reproduction is the rural theme that marks the time and synchronizes
everything on a farm. | was enrolled in the kindergarten backyard laboratory for a course
in biology, which differs from anatomy in that it is a study of life in action. | was never
deceived into believing that | was found under a rosebush, or in a cabbage patch. There
was never any clandestine conversation in the family.

A knowledge of sex came to me as early, as gradually and from as natural sources as my
teeth and my hair. | cannot remember when | was bald and toothless.

The geese provided an early lesson. Every spring, on account of poor drainage, there was
a fair-sized pond in the back yard. In summer this became a mud hole, but at all seasons
the pond was a rendezvous for the geese that Mother kept for many years. They were of
value for their feathers, but Mother never cooked 30 a goose or a goose's egg though she
raised great flocks of them.

Goose-picking day was very exciting, because | was always a little afraid of the hissing,
long-necked ganders that Mother grasped fearlessly by their legs, and placed on her lap,
breasts upward, their snakelike heads reaching in this and that direction. She would seize
handful after handful of feathers, and literally tear them from the breasts of the geese,
depositing the fluffy clumps in a big sack. They were then given their freedom and waddled
away looking sheepish, no doubt feeling like Nancy Etticoat, whose petticoat had been cut
to her knees.

This pond provided a make-believe ocean on which to sail my boats. While manipulating
my fleet, | could watch the geese. At times they seemed to be very affectionate, running
their bills up and down each others' long necks, until one of the geese would sit down.
This was an invitation for her gander lover to mount gracefully upon her back, maintaining
his balance by a firm grip on the goose's neck, and then, after a moment's wigwagging
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of tails, to step off. Both the goose and the gander, stars in this love drama, opened their
mouths at this juncture and filled the air with a kind of victory paean in which the other
geese joined.

Another event of absorbing interest was the visit of the stallion. All of our horses were
staid and commonplace in comparison with this wonderful animal that came cavorting into
the barnyard, with arching neck and flying mane. | had never been told, but | knew that

| should not stay at the barn when the stallion was there. However, deeply interested in
the stallion, | climbed to the top of the haymow and selected a generous-sized knothole
from which, as Peeping Tom, | could satisfy my curiosity. The stallion, unhitched from

the sulky, was led into the barnyard to meet the bay mare. When he caught sight of her,
he tossed his head, and with prancing gait, ran towards her, but she walked away with
averted glance. He whinnied and followed her. This flirtation continued for some time until

the man with the stallion looked at his watch, and said, “She won't take him; I'm goin’,
Soon the sulky, the man, and the big handsome stallion were flying down the road.

31

Soon after this, | noticed one of the cows jumping upon the back of another. The hired
man also noticed it and said to my father, “I better take that cow away tomorrow.” The next
day he led the cow to a neighboring farm, and returned with her after dinner. There were
many repetitions of this experience, and slowly this jigsaw puzzle grew.

Birth is such an inspiring demonstration of the beginning of life that every young child, long
before the age of sexual awakening, should enjoy the ocular evidence of it.

To my pet cat | am indebted for such a valuable opportunity. She was white with blue
eyes, and | had trained her to lie on her back in the baby buggy, and let me wheel her
around the village square, without her making an attempt to escape. One night | heard
howling and spitting, and wanted to go her rescue, feeling sure that she was being hurt.
Mother said, “Don't worry. She'll take care of herself.”
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Not long after, | noticed that my pet was getting plump, and that every week added to her
waistline until she became so distended that she walked with difficulty. One day when the
cat was scratching among some clothes lying in a corner, Mother saw her, and seizing

a broom, literally swept her out of doors, remarking, “Get out! You can't make a nest in
here!”

It interested me that my cat was going to make a nest, and | followed her. She dragged
herself from one place to another, finally settling down at the end of the woodpile on one
of the rags that Mother had used when she picked geese. This was my golden opportunity.
Climbing to the top of the woodpile, opposite the place where the cat had settled herself, |
crawled on my hands and knees until | reached a point directly above the cat.

| was none too soon, for as | looked down from my vantage point, | saw a glistening bag
protruding from the hind end of the cat, and even as | looked, the bag ruptured, and a
tiny, slick kitten-head emerged, followed quickly by the body. The mother cat caught in
her mouth a slender, white, fleshy cord that attached her to the kitten, and jerked it so
vigorously that it came away from her with a small piece of red meat hanging to it. The 32
mother swallowed this piece of meat, and the kitten, freed, rolled to the ground. The little
thing was very wet, but the mother licked it in none too gentle a manner.

| was sorry that | had not more time to study this marvelous spectacle, but my regrets were
soon dispersed, for another bag appeared, ruptured, and was followed by the birth of a
second kitten. In all there were five, and | watched until the whole brood were working
vigorously at the mother's breasts.

To witness spontaneous birth gives a sublimity to life and motherhood, but to come face
to face with an impossible delivery leaves only the impression of the terrible price paid and
the fruitlessness of the pain endured.
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One morning | crossed a part of the barnyard fenced off for animals in trouble. Climbing
the snake fence, | cought sight of a sheep lying on the ground. | had seen farm animals
under many and various conditions, but nothing comparable to this.

The dead ewe was lying on her side, and protruding from her body was all but the head of
a baby lamb. | settled myself on the top rail of the fence, drinking in the mysterious sight.

Thinking | heard footsteps, | rapidly scrambled down from my observation seat and
retreated towards the house. It proved to be a false alarm, and | climbed back with
breathless haste. | paid no attention to the lapse of time; spellbound, | stayed on and on,
my eyes fixed on the luckless ewe.

As the hour for dinner approached, | broke my vigil long enough to go the house to eat
dinner with the family. | found that | could easily slip away after dinner, and returned to the
unborn lamb with fresh enthusiasm until supper time.

After supper | tore myself away and planned to return. Alas! The sun had set and it was
getting dark; there was nothing to do except go to bed and wait for the morning.

The next morning | dressed hurriedly, and after a perfunctory breakfast, | was back at my
post and all was well. Nothing had been disturbed. The entire day was spent in looking,
looking, only interrupted by the meals that had to be eaten.

33

On the following day | found that the dead ewe and her unborn lamb had been removed.

It must have been several years later that the daughter of a neighboring farmer took me
aside; and in profound secrecy whispered, “I know something.” We had to have thee
proper environment before she would tell me. When we were hidden in a deep recess in
the strawstack, she said, still whispering, “I know where babies come from.”
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| was disgusted with all of this palaver over what | supposed everybody knew. | got up,
disappointed, and walked away, saying, “Who doesn't?”

“How long have you known these things?” she demanded.
| replied, and | believe | was truthful when | said, “I have always known them.”

And so it happened that while, unassisted, | was getting an impregnable foundation in sex
biology, in my own back yard, most children were being kept in ignorance of sex.

The backyard kindergarten even afforded social training through an annual Christmas tree
which was set up in the tool house, and to which I invited all the village children.

Father and mother never had a Christmas tree for us alone because Father seemed to find
a note of dishonesty in the myth of Santa Claus. My presents were given to me at once
and never saved up for any special time. With the exception of hanging up my stockings
and having oysters and turkey for dinner, Christmas was much the same as any other day.
Yet the Santa Claus character gripped my fancy to the extent that when | was very young,
| took upon myself the responsibility of assuming that role. Our community Christmas tree
was set up in the tool house, furnished with a carpenter's bench, tools, a box wood-stove,
and apparatus for mending harnesses and repairing wagons and farm implements. Here
Mother sorted and weighed goose feathers, shucked walnuts, and stored rags and paper.
None of the village children were ever allowed to enter the tool house except on Christmas
Day, and this gave a fillip to the party.

My ambition to give at least ten presents to each child kept me 34 working continually
from one Christmas to the next. My egg money was not sufficient to buy even one “store”
present, so | had to manufacture out of mere nothings one hundred and fifty or two
hundred presents. Month after month, all the year round | viewed everything through
Santa Claus spectacles that | wore night and day. The rag bag was productive; worn-
out stockings supplied bits of yarn; the creek bed was a treasury of shells, bits of broken
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glass and colored stones. My creative genius was restrained by only one thing—it must be
possible to label the present and hang it on the tree.

Mine was a one-man show, for | received no assistance or even a pretense of interest
from my family, until the joyous season arrived. Then the hired men searched the woods
for a nice evergreen tree, and cut cedar boughs to decorate the walls. These boughs were
held in place by tin stars fashioned out of oyster cans, and the tree was wreathed with
strings of cranberries and festoons of popcorn. Planks resting on sawhorses furnished
seats, and the tree was fastened into the carpenter's bench.

Alice, dressed as Santa, cut the presents from the festive gift-burdened tree and read, one
by one, the names of the children who were exploding with Christmas spirit, like corn in

a hot popper. After the tree had been relieved of its homemade childish exhibits, Mother
appeared—her hair waving softly above her heavy, dark brows, and her stiffly starched
calico dress nestling against a fresh apron. With royal dignity she treated the youngsters to
sparkling Christmas cider and fresh, plump, golden-brown doughnuts.

During the preschool days that | spent in the backyard kindergarten, | was in a world as
peculiarly my own as while | was wiggling in the womb. Every experience that came to me
in the busy years that followed had its beginning in those backyard years.

35
5 THE HICKORY STICK

| AM A PROUD product of the public school system. My copper-colored locks had been
twisted into soft curls when Mother led me up the lane that cuts the village square in two
and left me in the Stony Creek ruraL school like a lump of unworked clay in the hands of
the potter. Twenty years passed before that mass was finally shaped into the form of a
woman doctor. That it ever became so molded is to the credit of the free schools that were
always open whenever | was ready to enter.
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Father did not expect or desire his daughters to be precocious, but there was such a
marked difference in our mental molds that he became concerned about me. When | was
five years old, | knew only a few of the letters of the alphabet. At that age, Alice had been
able to read any chapter in the Bible. When she could scarcely toddled, she would follow
Mother with a book, asking her the names of the letters and then the words, till she could
read.

Before | was a year old | had earned the nickname, Ginger, because of my hot, quick
temper. When it was noised about the village that Josh's Ginger didn't know her letters, the
family pride was touched.

In an attempt to teach me, Father laid the Rural New Yorker across his knees and called,
“Come, Bertha, let's see if you can tell me some of these letter.”
36

| stood, very serious, in front of him, and gazed with feigned interest at the rustic letters of
the newspaper's title before me.

“What is that?” Father asked, pointing to the letter O.
| knew that one.

Father tried another, an easy one.

| knew that, too.

When he pointed to the letter E, it looked very queer and perfectly unfamiliar—the more |
looked at it the surer | was that | had never seen it before. Then, as | have often done in
a dilemma, | made a joke. Crumpling the newspaper in my small hands, | rushed away,
calling to Father, “Boogerman! Boogerman!”
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He ran after me as | had expected, and the lesson ended in a wild game of tag. Father
sighed and looking at Mother, said, “I am afraid she is going to be like old—,” and he
named the village moron.

It never occurred to anyone that | might have been interested in learning words instead
of ABCs, as children nowadays are taught. No one seemed to think that | might be
unconsciously progressive.

The district school was an ungraded, one-teacher-for-all institution and was considered
“good enough for farmers.” In this school | not only recited my own lessons, but every day
| heard all the other children recite theirs. As a result | learned rapidly, and at the age of
ten was more advanced than children of a corresponding age in the town school in nearby
Rochester.

Although school teaching was one of the few occupations open to women in the
nineteenth century, | had but one woman teacher in the score of years that | spent in
school. In the Stony Creek school a man teacher was always employed on the grounds
that it was necessary to have a teacher physically able to punish the large boys. Having
seen no corporal punishment (Father never allowed even the animals to be whipped),
many times | grew faint watching the teacher snatch a hulking farm boy by the coat collar,
swing him out of his seat to his knees in the center of the room, and with a strong leather
strap belabor him till 37 he regained his feet, only to be thrown on his knees again and
again.

The girls were never flogged, but they were punished by being forced to extend a hand
while a ferule was bought down upon it until they no longer drew the hand away.

Everything was open and above board in our family,yet like most young people, | reveled
in secrets. Some in school always had a secret to trade. Of all secrets none offered so
much sport as a game in which a small group of girls of my age indulged. The Bible was

Petticoat surgeon http://www.loc.gov/resource/lhbum.08820



Library of Congress

a much revered book, and we were taught that every word in it was golden. Imagine

our feelings when we discovered in the Bible a nasty word that everybody said no nice
person would use. On his basis we invented a contest in which the one who could find
the greatest number of these taboo words was the best man. These were good old Anglo-
Saxon words that have been expurgated from modern Bibles. What tickled us most of all
was to see how pleased our teacher or our parents were when they found us thumbing
over the leaves of the Bible. It saved us from having to set the table, fill the wood box or
even to let the dog out. | envisioned how Mother would lift her arching black eyebrows is
she knew that the little marks | was making on a bit of paper only meant that | had found
another word—an awfully dirty word.

Although | spent thirty hours every week in the schoolroom, we were never given any
“homework” and that left almost twice as much time to devote to farm activities. As soon
as | got out of school | peeled off my school dress and apron, put on very old clothes

and ran like a deer from one point of interest to another. On Saturday nights | took a

bath in the big wooden washtub filled with water heated in a wash boiler on the kitchen
stove. On Sundays we slept an hour later than on weekdays, and | often dressed before
dinner in my much beruffled white muslin dress with a blue sash, my leghorn hat with blue
streamers, and my blue kid shoes. | was very proud, almost too proud, of some of my
wearing apparel. My bright blue kid shoes thrilled me with their beauty. | openly expressed
such satisfaction 38 in them that Father reproved me and said, “I don't think you should be
so proud of your shoes.”

“How can | help it when they are so pretty?”

Once in all my Sundays best | set out after dinner to walk to the graveyard, but thoughtfully
took the butterfly net and bottle lest | should see some fine specimen, and not be prepared
to catch it.
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Sure enough, just before | reached the bridge over the creek, on the way to the burial
ground, | saw a purple Papilio. He was very elusive. Time after time my net failed to
ensnare him. | was in earnest, and so excited that when the beautiful creature sailed lazily
over the fence, | followed.

| got a few scratches, but in my enthusiasm forgot my furbelows. When my prey crossed
the creek, I lost no time, and forgetful of my beloved blue shoes, | forded the stream, and
on all fours, claimed the high bank on the other side. | cast my net, and landed like a turtle
on the sand. Not till I had bottled the butterfly did | notice the ruin I had wrought in my
Sunday attire.

We never had any school exercise or “last day” performances in which the children speak
pieces or show off before their visiting parents, but | did not feel this omission until Alice
taught a district school about ten miles north of the farm. The big boys were working in

the fields in the summer, and that was the reason for employing a woman teacher. Alice
“boarded around”, living first few days or a week with one family and then with another, but
Father and | went after her every Friday to bring her home for the week end on the farm.

| was intensely interested in Alice's school, knew the names of all the children, and when
the “last day” exercises took place, | knew by heart every piece that the children spoke.

Even though | had never spoken a piece, my time came, as many things have come to
me, quite unexpected as well as unpreparedly. It was in a religious program which took
place in the district schoolhouse. Notice had been given, and at the hour set | was the
schoolhouse, in advance of all the others. 39 | took a seat in the back row where in school
hours only the older children sat. My head came just above the desk in front of me, and
my legs swung for they were not long enough to reach the floor. The piously inclined
assembled, and soon the room was filled. Although Father was a confessed atheist, he
was apparently glad to have me go to prayer meetings, revivals, and church whenever |
wanted to.
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Almeda, wife of Big Jim the farmer, was sponsoring the prayer meetings. When she and
her husband drove by our house on Sunday mornings, they often saw Father with one leg
of his home-made trousers draped over his boot top as he stood leaning on the front gate.

Almeda would call out, “Good morning, Joshua. Won't you come with me to find Jesus?”

Father always replied in most irreverent and uncomplimentary language, but it never
discouraged the lady from repeating the invitation Sunday after Sunday.

Almeda conducted the prayer meeting. Stepping to the front of the schoolroom and
crossing her hands over her round fat belly, she called out in a loud, clear, unctuous voice,
“Butha, will you lead in prayer?”

Me! This was a thrust at my father—a blow below the belt. | would show her that | was a
daughter worthy of my father! She would see! | rose in my seat and with great piety, really
trying to look like a saint in a picture that | had seen somewhere, clasped my hands in front
of me and slowly repeated The Lord's Prayer. | experienced not stage fright or timidity—in
fact, nothing could have restrained me. It was my moment to vindicate my father.

When | got home, Mother was still working in the kitchen, setting the pancakes for
breakfast and winding up the weights in Grandmother's old clock. | burst in with, “What do
you think—Almeda asked me to lead in prayer because she wanted to run on Father.”

Mother was more than interested and asked, “What did you do?” | replied, “I did.”
40

At this juncture, Father entered with a big chunk of wood to be deposited in the great wood
stove where it would burn all night long.

As Mother opened the top of the stove to help him, she remarked, “Bertha has been at the
schoolhouse, attending prayer meeting, and Almeda asked her to lead in prayer.”
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Father almost wrecked the stove, he let go of the chunk so quickly. “And what did you do?”
he asked.

“l did,” | answered in no casual tone.

Father's blue eyes twinkled, and with the spirit worthy of a martyr, he gave me this
unstinted praise, “That's right; make them hunt their holes! Let them know there's God in
Israel!”

| had pleased my father! | had vindicated his honor! Since then | have had degrees
conferred upon me, and have been honored in special ways, but nothing has ever since
given me the thrill that was brought by those homely, rugged words.

41
6 HAYSEED GOES TO TOWN

| DESPISED my curls that had to be wound around somebody's finger every morning,

and | gave Mother no peace until | was rid of them, although their loss brought Alice to the
verge of tears. Because it gave me a certain freedom, | loved my Dutch dock, held back
from my face with a circle comb. Because of it | felt more able to cope with the change that
confronted me when Father took me to the Rochester Academy, a graded public school
one and one-half miles from Stony Creek.

In good weather it was a pleasant walk over the road that Great-grandfather and his sons
had cut through, forty years before | was born. However, as Rochester was our post office
and trading center, Father usually found it convenient to take me back and forth with the
horse and buggy.

Not until | entered this town school was | aware of the deep gulf between countryfolk and
townspeople. Suddenly, for the first time, | realized that Father's boots were greased
instead of shined. His trousers did not look like those of the townsman. (Little wonder, for
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Mother made all of them except his Sunday pair.) His hat had seen many seasons' wear,
and even when new, it had been of a different vintage from urban headgear. Our horses,
in winter, had long shaggy fur, the buggy was always mud-splashed, the whip was a nicely
whittled stick with a 42 leather thong at the end, and a shawl or quilt covered our laps.

Alice sensed these earmarks more keenly than I, and struggled, with some success,
to introduce yard cleaning, buggy washing, table manners, fancy cooking, and modish
dressing.

Reared to the dignity, security, and freedom of life on a farm, | was shocked to hear
my father spoken of as “hayseed.” The word “hayseed” included the clothing, manners,
speech, surroundings, and even the beautiful simplicity of his character.

It seemed to me that my position as a farmer's daughter, when compared with that one of
the town children, was to my advantage. | wore better and prettier clothes, lived in a house
owned by my father and enjoyed an abundance of delicious food. My father had horses
and buggies, and took us to the county fair, camp meetings, Sunday School picnics, and
the circus. In spite of all this, in the eyes of townspeople we were “rubes,” clodhoppers,
boors, rustics.

All my studies interested me, especially arithmetic. Occasionally, as early as four in the
morning, | surreptitiously lighted the kerosene lamp at my bedside to finish a problem that
had baffled me the night before. If Mother discovered it, and she usually did, she would
creep quietly into my room and blow out the light, whispering, “You better go back to sleep
and after breakfast you will have no trouble in doing your sums.” As always, she was right.

During my second year in the Academy the principal asked me to teach a class in
Intellectual Arithmetic. Whether he recognized my fondness for mathematics or whether he
himself was overworked and needed an assistant | never learned. | was only twelve years
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old, and all the members of the class were older than I, but that town-versus-country gulf
was so wide that | was able to teach and discipline them.

While | was still at the Rochester school, my sister was attending the Pontiac High School
where one of the big events in the school year was the Junior Exhibition, when a selected
number of the Junior class read original compositions before a large audience in the big
hall. I was only eleven when Alice 43 took part in such a program. Father and Mother and
| were in the audience, made up largely of proud parents, and to honor the occasion |
wore my blue coat, blue hood edged with swansdown and my blue kid shoes. We drove to
Pontiac early enough for Mother to do some shopping and to complete my costume, she
bought my first pair of kid gloves. They were white and tickled my vanity to the extent that
Alice received little of my attention, for | spent the whole evening quirking my fingers and
spreading them out on my blue coat.

After the exercises, on the way to Alice's boarding house where Father had left the horses,
| slipped on the icy walk and fell prone on my face. Ever mindful of my beautiful new
gloves, | held my hands well above the sidewalk, and in consequence was unable to

get up. A gentleman passing by saw my predicament, and thinking | must be badly hurt,
stooped down and lifted me bodily from the wet walk. Everyone was greatly concerned—
could | stand? Could | walk? Was | in pain?

“Oh, I'm all hunky-dory,” | assured them and skipped cheerfully to the wagon.

Riding home on the back seat, Alice said to me, “Why couldn't you get up? Why did that
man have to pick you up like a baby if you were not hurt at all?”

Such a question amazed me and | explained how | could not get up without spoiling
my new gloves. Father got a big laugh out of my presence of mind, but Alice, instead of
admiring me, as | expected her to, was disgusted.
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After three years in the Rochester school | was sent to Pontiac High School and entered
the sophomore year. This change in schools necessitated my living in a boarding house
during the five-day school week. Father came for me with the horse and buggy every
Friday as soon as school closed, and brought me back on Monday in time for an eight-
o'clock recitation.

For six years, three for Alice then three for me, Father put everything aside and, in all
kinds of weather, made the round trip to Pontiac twice every week.

On cold, snowy winter mornings, after eating a breakfast that 44 Mother had prepared

in time for us to leave around five o'clock, we were packed into the bobsleigh, that had
been filled with sweet-smelling straw. With hot bricks that Mother had heated in the oven,
and quilts and buffalo robes around us, we were ready to start. | was well protected with a
woolen hood, and a long nubia wound around my head and over my face.

No matter what the weather was we were never late for school. When the scholars
who lived in town came straggling into class one-half hour late, the teacher would look
scornfully at them, and pointing at me, would say, “Look at Bertha Van Hoosen. She
has ridden twelve miles, but she got here on time.” Needless to say, this remark did not
increase my popularity with my fellow students.

The boarding house in which | was placed was kept by an elderly woman and her brother
who had left their farm for an easier life in town. During my first year | roomed with the
daughter of a farmer living near Stony Creek, and two boys, farmers' sons, occupied

a room next to ours. The rural atmosphere in this house prevented even a touch of
homesickness.

Before we had begun to get acquainted with the boys, we caught sight through their half-
open door of a big bag of delicious snow apples that one of them had brought from the
country. With customary country freedom, we helped ourselves to the fruit whenever
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the boys were out of their room. We had not taken many when, one afternoon, we were
horrified to find a chamber pot filled with apples placed on the table in our room. My
roommate declared that she would never speak to them again, but desiring to outwit them,
we did quite the opposite—invited them to play cards with us that evening.

We left the disgraceful chamber pot in the center of the table, but covered and concealed
it with a thick mat of beautiful autumn foliage. The rosy fruit on the background of crimson
and yellow maple leaves was really attractive, and like tempting Eves, we spent the
evening urging the boys to eat an apple, and giggling and blushing over their embarrassed
refusal. After this episode we became life-long friends.

45

This social function, however, was not repeated, for every evening was spent studying.
| could have graduated when | was fifteen, but since | could not enter the University of
Michigan until | was sixteen, | continued an extra year in high school. | took French and
German, in addition to Greek and Latin, and thus obtained college credit for two extra
languages.

| did well enough in all my studies, but the sole satisfaction that | derived from good
marks was in reporting them to Father as we jogged along, over the dirt roads on Friday
afternoons. One week, when we had a particularly dreaded examination in geometry,
Father asked me, “Did you pass?”

| bristled, “I got 99.8!”
“Why didn't you get 100?”

“No one in the class did. | was the highest one.”
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“That's right! Make them hunt their holes. Let them know here's a God in Israel.” Father
began whistling, slapped the horse's back with the reins, and it seemed to me | could
never be any happier.

Alice was in college all during the years | spent in high school, but we came back to the
farm for our vacations. At home we read together, played games or helped Mother. |
never played any games in school or with my schoolmates, but | was quite familiar with
dominoes and croquet because | could play these games alone and enjoy them quite

as much as with companion. However, | lost my zeal for croquet at an afternoon party at
the home of one of Alice's aristocratic town friends. Proud of the invitation, | wrote a blue
dress trimmed with double plaitings that were fringed on both edges, and cream-colored
stockings with conspicuous clocks of blue grapes that Alice had embroidered with an eye
to my costume's color scheme.

| was almost a professional in croquet and if | had the good fortune to play first in a game,
| often made every wicket before my opponent had a chance to begin. Stimulated by the
thought that Alice would be proud of me, | played a winning game, but frequently had to
stop and pull up my stockings.

When Alice could stand it no longer, she sidled up to me as 46 | was poised for a stroke
and whispered in my ear, “What is the matter with your stockings?”

In surprise | answered, “Nothing. | just forgot my ‘lastics.”

My ardor vanished before her embarrassment, and no success in the game could restore
it.

It was not, however, surprising that | forgot the garters, for | had never worn shoes in the
summer until I was sixteen years of age, except on such grand occasions as a grown-up
party away from home.
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My graduation from high school would have been a bright spot in my adolescence if it had
not been preceded by a crushing breakdown in my moral standards.

No one in the family ever lied. To Mother, honesty was a Bible injunction. To Father,
honesty was a manifestation of common sense and good business principles. To Alice,
honesty was evidence of good breeding and culture. Up to my senior year in high school |
had never been tempted to lie. Then suddenly, in a moment of false security, sin claimed
me.

During my last two years in Pontiac | roomed with a young woman, Alida Deland, who wa
several years older than | had a person of fine character and mature judgment. At that time
she was engaged to Samuel W. Smith, whom she later married. Her husband, in time,

was elected senator from Michigan, term after term. Sammie gratified Father's Republican
pride.

Although Sammie and Alida were very Victorian in their courting, they must have
stimulated my dormant social appetite to some extent. It was through them, although they
were not aware of it, that for the first time | broke the commandment, “Thou shalt not bear
false witness.”

One evening Mr. Smith came to call on Alida, as he often did, and suggested going to
Detroit to see Booth in “Hamlet.” Mr. Smith had a lawyer fiend who, he said, would like to
take me. We could go into Detroit on the evening train, and return on the midnight.

| had ever ridden on a train, never been to a theater, and had never had an escort. It was
a big order for one evening. 47 They planned to go Friday night. Father would come for me
Friday afternoon as usual, to take me home. | could get his permission when he came and
go home Saturday, instead of Friday. | had ever met Mr. Smith's friend, but had | heard
Father speak of him as a “squirt.” | was so positive that Father would not approve of my
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going with him that when | asked his permission, | did not mention my escort's name, but
said that Alida and Smith wanted me to go with them.

Father thought it over. “My, | know what it means to you—»but it seems to me too much for
Mr. Smith to do.”

“Well,” | said, “Smith and Alida want me to go.”

After a thoughtful look at me he nodded. “All right, we will come after you tomorrow
morning.”

He drove away, and at that moment my punishment began. | had been taught that a lie
was any statement that conveyed a false impression. That | had not made a statement that
was, per se, false did not mean to me that | had not lied to my father.

Alida was very happy that | was going to go, but | was suffering even before we left for

the train. Alida and | sat opposite the two men, and | felt myself growing more and more
serious and sad. | couldn't beat to look at the man whom | know considered responsible for
all my unhappiness.

Upon reaching Detroit we went to a hotel to have dinner and brush up for the evening. |
had no appetite, and would have be glad to stay alone in the room at the hotel.

The theater was so enormous that | felt lost in it, but only a moment, for just three seats
ahead of us | spied the village doctor who had been called to officiate at the time of my

birth. Now there was no escape. | could almost hear Dr. Wilson saying to Father, “Hello,
there! So you are going to have a new son-in-law soon! | saw Bertha at the theater with
Mr. Trip.”
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My misery was so great that | held my program in front of my face most of the time. | could
not enjoy or even hear the words of the great actor. When at the end of the play most of
the actors lay dead, | envied them.

We rode back to Pontiac, facing the men, and when we walked 48 from the train to the
boarding house, | refused to take my escort's arm and replied to his solicitous questions
apathetically. When we reached the gate, | rushed through, without even saying good
night to my “betrayer.”

Long before old Beck and the buggy drew up, | was watching and waiting for Father.
Instead of Father | found Aunt Julia who was staying a few months with us, as she often
did.

As soon as we were well on our way, Aunt Julia asked me, “Did you have a grand time?

“No,” | confessed. “I had a bad time. | lied to Father. | went with Mr. Trip, and Alida went
with Mr. Smith.”

Aunt Julia did not seem to think things were so desperate, but | was inconsolable.

Seeing dinner on the table when we arrived, | took of my hat and sat down. Father served
me in the quantities | liked, but by this time | was almost exploding. Looking at, but not
seeing my plate, | said, “Father, I lied to you. | went with Mr. Trip, and Alida went with Mr.
Smith.”

Silence ensued. | glanced up and saw tears rolling down Father's ruddy cheeks. “I'm
sorry,” was all he said.

| left the table and went to the spare bedroom where | threw myself on the bed and gave
way to uncontrollable grief. After a time Mother came and sympathized with me. “You have
had a hard lesson, but it may be the best thing that ever has happened to you.” She, as
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usual, convinced me that “Whatever is, is right” and | again appeared in public, a humble
convert to the honesty-is-the-best-policy way of life.

As long as Father was alive, everyone in the family had an individual pocketbook. Father
had the pocketbook. Mother had another replenished with butter and egg sales. Alice's
pocketbook was filled with money give her by Father and Mother. The contents of my
pocketbook depended upon my success in hunting eggs.

Fall and fall when the time came for Alice to return to college, | had experienced a tension
in the atmosphere. It was the time when roosters began to crow, and | never have been
able 49 to disassociate the efforts of the young cock from a feeling of worry about money
and a fear of finding Mother behind some door, crying because her daughter was going
away.

Mother and Alice would go into a huddle, and then Mother would stage the assault on
Father. He would produce his wallet and in rap silence count on the money Alice was to
take. Mother and Alice talked over the money question with great frankness, but there
seemed to be some barrier between them and Father when it came to money matters,
though we all knew that our going to college was the realization of my father's dream.

| never knew the time when it was not a foregone conclusion that | was to go to college.

| seemed to have been born with that end in view, congenitally catalogued for college.

| determined that when it came my turn, | would institute a new regime. | told Mother |
was going to talk the money question over with Father. She seemed surprised, and a little
perturbed.

After dinner Father always lingered at the table and allowed the cat to walk over his
shoulders and make furtive passes at his plate until he finally gave her a few bits to eat. |
took this opportunity to present my financial program. “Father,” | said, “I have figured it all
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out, and it will cost me three hundred dollars for the year in college. | would like to have
that amount, and spend it as | need it.”

Father said, “You couldn't get through on that amount,” but | replied, “I will! And what's
more, “I'll send you an expense account every time | need more money.”

Father looked at me. “Now, Bertha,” he said, “I have plenty of money for you to live in
comfortable way in Ann Arbor, but—I have not one cent for you to further away. Your
mother and | work hard, but we want to have everything you need. If you want to try the
way you say, it is all right with me.”

That ended Mother's function as a money go-between. Father always sent me money
whenever | needed any and the plan was happy for everybody. However, the desirability
of a common family purse began to shape itself in my mind at this time and continued to
grow after this experience.

TURN THE OTHER CHEEK....

MY SISTER and | were diametrically opposite in looks, disposition, tastes and physique.
She was a brunette and | had red hair like my father. She was mercurial, alert and self-
conscious; | was more phlegmatic and self-absorbed. But one thing we had in common
was an admiration and deep love for each other. Mother did much to crystallize this by
never allowing us to quarrel.

When | was about six and Alice fourteen, we were in the cellar where we did the weekly or
semi-weekly churning. We had an old dash churn and | was pushing the dasher from side
to side instead of lifting it up and pushing it down. Alice, in a kindly tone, asked me to stop
pushing the dasher that way.

For a few times | lifted it, but as it became heavy, | began again to push it from side to
side. Alice lost her temper and gave me a smart slap on my ear. She had never done
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anything like that before. | considered the matter and decided that if | let this pass she
might repeat her action at some other time, so | made up my mind to hit back. | quickly
raised my arm and gave her as near a “Joe Louis” return as | was able. It surprised her as
much as it hurt her. Then we both began to cry.

We made up in a hurry and nothing like it ever happened again. Alice thought she was the
more excusable because she did it impetuously and | did it deliberately. | felt | was less
culpable because | was forced to it in self-defense.

51
7 INVITATION TO MEDICINE

IN 1880, | entered the Literary Department of the University of Michigan with a year's credit
in French and German. My first year in college gave me a peep into a world, the value of
which | had never before been able to fathom or understand.

My long heavy titian hair wound about my head like a cap, my high coloring and little apron
accentuated my youth. The apron was Alice's idea, and every day | wore a fresh one of
white muslin with narrow lace trimming and ties in the back. None of the other girls wore
aprons or arranged their hair in coronet braids, but if my appearance pleased Alice, that
was all that was necessary.

Undoubtedly my costume caught the fancy of Charles Mills Gailey, teacher of Latin, and
glamour man of the faculty.

In the early spring, at the close of the lesson on the love poems of Catullus, Professor
Gailey asked me, along with some of the other students, to remain after class. | was
greatly perturbed, and became more so when he interviewed student after student and left
me waiting.
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Finally | was alone with this fascinating Irishman, who, with a heart-robbing smile said,
“I am sorry to have kept you waiting. | wanted only to ask you if you received gentleman
callers.”

Greatly relieved, | blurted out, “I never did, but I would.”
52

“May | come tonight?”

| consented and this was the beginning of many unforgettable evenings together. We were
walking in the twilight one evening when he apparently accidentally placed his hand over
mine. | wriggled it away, but a new and strange feeling flooded me. It was something of
which | had never before been sensible.

When we parted one night, he took both my hands in his. At this juncture, | gave a vocal
exposition of my mental state. “I believe you are a bad man.” He dropped my hands,
turned and left. The next evening he returned to ask why | had said such a dreadful thing.

“I am here alone,” | explained, “without my parents who expect me to take care of myself.
You are my teacher, and | expect you to treat me as my parents would wish me to be
treated. If you had been one of my classmates, | should have slapped you.”

| did not tell him that | had often heard Father say in speaking of delinquent girls, “My girls
can choose their own companions and marry anyone they want to, but if they get blistered,
they will have to sit on the blisters, not I.”

In all my pre-college experience | had never heard of a woman physician. My freshman
curiosity was therefore whetted when | learned that the two young ladies who were living in
a boarding-house across the street from the sorority house were studying medicine.
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They were Vassar products. One of them, Mary McLean, a tall, pale, mettlesome young
woman, but a cultured Southern lady withal, was religious to a degree that approached
bigotry; the other, Harriet Barringer, was refined and dignified, but more than that, an eye-
catcher in a college town. She wore for everyday a long ermine cape and a hat made of
peacock feathers. Often, when asked why | selected medicine as a career, | have been
tempted to reply, “It was a peacock hat and ermine coat that first attracted me to the
medical profession.”

The fact that these girls were “hen-medics” did not deter me, as it did my sorority sisters,
from making their acquaintance at 53 once. Yet it was only after long and cautious
consideration where curiosity was the scale-tipping factor, that the die was cast to call on
them. Their enthusiasm for their work fired my imagination.

My friendship with Mary McLean and Harriet Barringer, and the attentions of my Latin
teacher, Professor Charles Gailey, did much towards my coming of age. When |
returned to the farm at the end of my freshman year in the literary department, Alice said
mournfully, “You left a little girl and come back a woman.”

In my sophomore year | deliberately elected a social career for my major subject. In order
to avoid the repetition of a near-flunk in history my freshman year, | took as few hours as
the authorities allowed, choosing only courses known as “snaps.”

For my social career | deemed it necessary to join a tennis club, a whist club made up of
young faculty members, and a dancing class. | attended one or two dances every week,
went to all kinds of entertainments, and when there was nothing else going on, played
poker with my roommate and a bunch of college boys who were always ready and waiting
to join us.
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My dancing must have been a trial to my partners until | learned to allow them to hug me
tight enough to propel me around as the turtle carries its shell, my feet only now and then
touching the floor. The necessary sense of keeping time to the music | never acquired.

My skating was even worse—possibly the fault of my ankles that seemed to have a ball-
bearing action. Whenever | tried to stand or slide, | would find myself sitting, jack-knifing,
lying flat, or kneeling on the ice, unable to move until someone came to the rescue.
However, when it came to coasting down the steep Ann Arbor hills, | could guide the sled
whether | was standing, sitting spoon-fashion, or lying “belly-gut”, and walking back up hill
brought into play all of the muscles | had developed in my childhood playground.

| was first choice for partner at whist, and poker fascinated me, although we never played
for money. When it came to money, Hetty Green, New York City's woman millionaire, was
54 my financial guide. | paid two dollars and fifty cents for twenty-one meals and the same
amount per week for my room. This left one hundred dollars for all my other expenses
during the college year; sufficient, providing “not one cent was futtered away.”

| worked so hard on my social career that at the end of my sophomore year | had passed
through the stages of amateur and professional, and was ready for retirement. Since then
no post-graduated or refresher course has ever tempted me.

Before this time | had never considered what | would do with my life, but now, although
there were few vocations open to women and fewer suitable for a college-educated
woman, | turned my attention to the subject with positive ferocity.

| did not seek, nor could | have got help from any of my family. They only laughed when,
cross-legged like a Grand Lama in front of his prayer wheel, | took a seat on Mother's
haircloth sofa, with my face towards its round black back, and announced, “I am going to
sit here till my mind is made up about what | am going to do the rest of my life.”
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My recently acquired maturity urged that my career be chosen at once, but there days
elapsed before | abandoned my haircloth seat, convinced that medicine offered women
more than any other occupation.

One by one | marshaled the advantages and the disadvantages of a medical career and
charted them in their respective columns. Marriage had to be seriously considered, for
few women, unless they have spiritual ambitions, wish voluntarily to deprive themselves of
matrimonial opportunities. In a medical career marrying, bearing children, and managing a
home is not incompatible with interval practice or a complete resumption of activity at any
time or in any place after an interruption.

Under any circumstances | wished marriage to play the same part in my life that it doe in
the life of a man, and before marriage to be prepared for a possible incompetency on the
part of my husband, as well as for widowhood. Medicine answered this challenge.

55

Nor was | willing, after devoting years to preparation for my life work, at the climax of my
efficiency to be retired because of age. As physician this could never happen, for | could
continue in practice as long as patients had confidence in me, and my health permitted.

| wanted to be my own boss—to say as Father often did, “I can speak my mind on any
subject, and the corn will continue to ripen and the cows to give down their milk. | am a
free man.” The physician deals with all ages and with individuals of superior, as well as
equal attainments. In medicine | would find use for every aptitude, and a variety of worked
offered through specializations. | recognized the attractiveness of the material necessities
mandatory in the practice of medicine: a horse and buggy (now an automobile), an office,
a home, and personal servants.

It would be a pleasant sensation to feel that | was one of the “indispensable” citizens in the
community. Many physicians hold such positions of dignity.
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Social status would be accorded me as a member of a learned profession, and for the
same reason memberships in various medical and lay societies would promote friendships
and pleasant acquaintances.

At the head of the column, however, | placed the opportunity for growth and advancement
in an ever-expanding science-constant reading and studying to keep abreast with medical
progress.

Perhaps, after all, in my choice of a medical career, unconsciously | was responding to a
call of the woman in me—woman, preserver of the race—to mitigate suffering and save
life.

Of one thing | am certain. It was not the urge for money that influenced my choice, even
though my financial need was great.

| had also considered the disadvantages, the greatest of which was the power of medical
practice to possess the entire time and interest of its followers. Loss of sleep, irregular
meals, exposure to weather, and contact with disease are characters that spell life—life in
all its fulness, and | was not afraid of life.

56

The Bible says, “Ye must be born again.” After making my choice of a medical career, as
far as the conduct of my life was concerned, | suffered a rebirth.

During my junior year | accepted no social invitations and elected as much work as was
allowed without special permission. After consultation with my friends in the medical
department, | selected subjects that | thought might be helpful in my study of medicine:
gualitative and quantitative inorganic chemistry, organic chemistry, toxicology, assaying of
ores, hygiene and sanitation, and a course in histology.
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Medical students at the present time are required to take two or three years of premedic
study before entering medical school and unconsciously, | created for myself the analogue
of today's entrance requirements. When | listen to the difficulties that medical students
encounter in the study of chemistry, | wonder if my selection of so many courses in that
science was not wise and fortunate. “Snaps” no longer interested me. | worked with all my
might and main and was conspicuous, not for burning the traditional midnight oil, but for
flirting with Aurora. | rose quite regularly at three or four o'clock every morning to study,
and this country habit has never left me. My favorite hour for operating is seven or seven-
thirty in the morning when everything is spotless, everyone fresh, and no one, except the
person attending to her business, is about.

The premedic courses that | had elected bristled with interest, and became a daily stimulus
for the career that had become my obsession. | never mentioned my ambitions to any of
the college girls, but my family knew that | thought only in terms of medicine. Mother, in
her powerful passiveness, was opposed to my studying medicine: and Father, feeling that
he must not act contrary to her wishes, said, “Your mother cries whenever you studying
medicine is mentioned, and | cannot furnish money for you to do something that hurts her
so much. Why not teach school, or better still, come home and stay with us.”

Utterly disregarding these generous suggestions, | replied with verve, “I don't want your
money—I can earn it.”

57

“All right. You earn the money and spend it in any way you want to,” he acquiesced.

Having entered college with advanced credit in French and German, | completed
requirements for my A.B. degree at the end of the first semester of my senior year. In the
hope that | might receive credit for a year in medicine before taking my degree in June, |
entered the medical department at once.
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Just before entering medical school, | attended one of the classes to find out how it would
feel to be a medical student. The classroom was nearly full when one of the women
students, wearing a hat with red roses, entered. The boys made a clucking sound, and
some threw paper wads and kisses. | recalled my district-school days when | did not
dare to wear a new coat lest | be called “stuck-up.” I outwitted those country children by
maltreating the coat till it looked old, and now | must elude these men students.

Without delay | bought enough black material (black always was, and is still unbecoming
to me) for a dress. and made it as simple and plain as a nun's habit, unconsciously adding
to its artlessness by wearing a black plush bonnet guiltless of trimming, and tied with black
strings under my chin.

Not relying too much on this costume for my protection, | exercised care never to raise my
eyes from the ground going to and from class, and when in class | directed my attention to
the professor.

| flattered myself that | typified a formal and reserved person, such as my mother appeared
to be an really was. However, in retrospect, | am positive that | looked naive and quaint—
the opposite of what | was striving to attain.

| maneuvered my entrance into medicine with such secrecy that it was six weeks before
any of my friends found it out. The cat was out of the bag when | accidentally dropped one
of my medical text books on the floor of the sorority house, and a curious sorority sister
spelled slowly “M-A-T-E-R-I-A M-E-D-I-C-A,” and gasped, “Are you studying medicine.?”

Everybody was excited and seemed to regard me with specials 58 interest and awed
admiration. Yet, no one ruffled my feathers by calling “Hen medic!”

Having received my A. B. degree in June, 1884, | arranged to continue my medical studies
in the fall, and to pay my expenses by waiting on table for my board and room. With
summer vacation before me, my need for money translated the time into an opportunity for
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work instead of play. With the farm as my center for operating, | sold scales to the farmers'
wives in the neighborhood, but many wanted to enjoy a visit with me and treated me so
like the prodigal son that | could not talk business. | gave up peddling scales and turned to
picking berries, for two cents a quart.

In August Dr. McLean wrote, “There is an opening in the Mary Institute here in St. Louis,
to teach calisthenics and physiology.” This school was then a popular high-grade grammar
and high school, now preparatory for the Washington University.

Dr. Mary McLean, who had inspired me to study medicine, had just started to practice in
St. Louis and knew that | was planning to finance my way through medical school. As | had
never been even inside a gymnasium, and knew nothing at all about calisthenics, | wrote
her regretting that | was not competent to take the position.

Her reply astounded me. “I have secured the position for you. Don't worry about the
calisthenics. Come to St. Louis a couple of weeks before school opens, and take some
instructions.”

Alice argued, “Why don't you try teaching? After all, you might like it; anyway it will be a
more pleasant way to earn money than waiting on table while going to school, or doing all
the menial jobs you have done this summer. Father and Mother would love to have you
teach school.”

In all my problems Alice is always the precipitating drop that clears the solution.

Early in September, Dr. McLean met me in St. Louis and took me to her front-and-back-
parlor office which served also as living room and bedroom. Dr. McLean occupied the
bed, while | slept on a couch—but not alone, for | was given a warm and 59 bloodthirsty
welcome by the inhabitants of that berth. There were no bugs in Mother's beds or in any
that | occupied in Ann Arbor. This was my first encounter, and as | gazed ruefully at my
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blood-bespattered gown, Dr. McLean in her quick, decisive manner announced, “We will
move at once.”

Dr. McLean's religious scruples that permitted no reading on Sunday, except the Bible, did
not prevent me from buying the Sunday paper and marking about forty places where we
might find suitable accommodations. All day Monday was spent in a search that proved
utterly hopeless. The rooming house owners were unanimous on two points: no woman
doctor, and no sign, even if the sign were no bigger than a postage stamp.

We attempted a solution of the problem by looking at furnished or unfurnished houses, but
this was as baffling as finding a room. No real estate firm would rent Dr. McLean a house
unless she signed a contract never to put a sign on it, or even a doorplate with Dr. or M. D.
attached to her name. The reason they gave was the fear that it would place such a stigma
on the house that they could never rent it again.

At our wits' end, we advertised for rooms, and to our surprise and delight, found a front-
and-back parlor heated by a grate in each room, in a house on Olive Street, not far from
the Mary Institute where | was going to teach. A few weeks after we moved in we learned
that we were living in a neighborhood appropriately called “Scab Row,” and | am sure that
that was the explanation of our success in solving our housing problem.

Actually, our embarrassment over this epithet was less distressing than the discovery that
the landlady's small children used the front entrance of the house as a toilet. Yet no patient
was ever shocked by such a nuisance. No patients ever came. After Dr. McLean had had
an office in St. Louis for more than a year, she was still waiting for her first patient.

In my initiation into medicine, Dr. McLean opened my eyes to the prejudice, the
discrimination, the lack of confidence and paucity of opportunities that had to be reckoned
with before success could be secured.

60
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The day after my arrival Dr. McLean invited me to a clinic at the City Hospital. Seated

in the big amphitheater, the pit of which was filled with patients in wheel chairs, | was
enjoying watching the interns do the surgical dressings until | saw a probe go boring down
deep into a wound—the whole room began to whirl around and go into a tail spin.

In a faraway voice | heard Dr. McLean say, “We will go now.”

| followed her, my heels clicking against the floor, for | could hardly lift them. We finally
reached a bed, where, after lying down a very few minutes, | recovered.

Her remark, “Traveling has made you a little wobbly; it will not happen again,” did not
remove my swoon complex, for when we went to the Mullanphy Hospital, my humiliating
experience was repeated, although | had had a week to recuperate.

The room in which this gynecological clinic was held was partitioned to accommodate
patients on one side and students on the other. The partition was broken in the center by a
curtain, and through this space an examining table could be pushed.

Dr. McLean explained the technique: “The nurse arranges the patient on the table, and
after covering her with a sheet, pushes it through the opening to the student side, the
curtain falling down upon the patient. This leaves the patient's head and torso on the
patient side and her pelvis convenient for the students to examine.”

Our seats were in the front row—I heard the patient climb upon the table—the curtain
swayed—the covered legs and exposed sexual organs of the patient came into view—my
eyes blurred, and | felt the floor sinking.

Doctor grasped my hand. “Come,” she pressed.

With difficulty | followed her, dragging my feet like a paralytic's.
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| heard her indulgent, “Everything is so new here, | think it is too much for you to attend
clinics and do the school work.”

Incredulous, | said nothing.

When, on the following Saturday, Dr. McLean said, “You had better stay at home and
rest,” | announced, “I am not only going, 61 but | am going to stay till | faint, and when |
come to, | am going to remain, no matter how many times | faint.”

We took front seats as usual, and sure enough, as soon as the curtain moved, and the
table came nosing its way into the student side of the partition, | became ghastly faint.

Dr. McLean reached for my hand. “Come!” she insisted.
| shook my head.
“Come!” she repeated.

| shook my head until the hairpins loosened and my hair, like Lady Godiva's, threatened to
cover my shame.

She urged, “Do come.”

| turned towards her, and said doggedly, “No!” and at this word all my faintness vanished,
never to return at any time.

Dr. McLean was so proud and hopeful that she would not ask for money till it was
absolutely necessary—after she had used up all the money her father had sent and then
all my monthly salary.
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Her father, a retired physician residing in a small town near St. Louis, was anxious to see
his daughter established in a successful practice and sent her a check whenever she
needed money.

One Saturday morning, when Dr. McLean was expecting money, the combined
exchecquer was down to carfare to the post office, but no letter came either in the morning
or afternoon. We had been having our meals sent in, but when Dr. McLean asked, “Can
we pay on Monday?” the reply was, “No money, no meals.”

Sunday morning, quite sure that the letter and check would be at the post office, the doctor
spent our last dime for carfare, but returned empty-handed.

Dr. McLean was on delicately intimate terms with God, asking his advice about the
weather and even social obligations—“Dear God, shall | wear my raincoat this morning?”
or “Heavenly Father, what do you think about my asking the judge and his family to dinner
next Sunday?”

In later years when she had acquired a large practice and was 62 one of the leading
surgeons in St. Louis, it was her custom to open the abdomen with a prayer; like the
opening of a political convention where prayer is offered for the opposing party.

| was not surprised, therefore, when she suggested that we devote the day to prayer and
the study of the Bible, disregarding the cries of every tissue in the body for nourishment.
However, the advantage of my physical make-up, stimulated by calisthenics, over my
spiritual state was so great that everything | read suggested food, and the only prayer |
could force from my lips was “Give us this day our daily bread.” With the advent of Monday
came the check, and the starvelings were able to substitute for one meal in three days,
three meals in one.

| was such a congenital Pollyanna that a physiological belly-ache was only a new and
interesting sensation, and Dr. McLean was such a religious zealot that a little haircloth
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only incited her longing for holiness. Nevertheless, one day when the doctor returned from
her daily walks, she found me in tears. Hoping that | might pass off one or two courses
when | returned to medical school. | had chosen anatomy as one of the most important
freshman courses, and had set out to memorize it. After reading a page, | tried to recall
what | had read, but my mind was a blank. | tried to remember one-half of a page—nothing
registered. Then | tried one paragraph—Father had suspected the truth, when | was a

little girl and he feared | was a moron. My inferiority complex took possession of me and
was tearing my medical career into shreds when Dr. McLean rescued me by explaining
that anatomy was a subject that could not be memorized, but had to be learned in the
dissecting room, sitting by the side of a cadaver.

At the end of her first year of waiting, Dr. McLean was appointed resident physician to

the Female Hospital. This was a part of the St. Louis City Hospital, devoted to the care of
veneral diseases in women. It was a turning point in her life, for although internships were
neither required nor even customary for medical students, they were as important a part of
medical education then, as they are now.
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She approached her hospital service seriously and devoted night and day to her patients.
Still, she was very lonely, and | went twice a week to visit her. To reach the Female
Hospital, | rode to the end of the streetcar line, walked miles across the park to the
hospital, saving twenty-five cent bus fare, and arrived just in time for supper. Afterwards,
we walked up and down stairs into ward after ward until nine o'clock. By this time almost
walking in my sleep, | undressed and went to bed; but the doctor stayed up for hours,
writing histories and reading about puzzling cases. We shared her single hospital bed, and
after she had joined me, | would be rudely wakened to find her, in her sleep, percussing
my lungs, or taking my pulse.

Dr. McLean was the first woman to serve in any official capacity in any hospital in
St. Louis. Her record was so exceptionally high and so unusual that few men in the
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profession did not know of her accomplishments as a skillful operator and an exhaustive
diagnostician. In fact, she was better known after that year's service in the Female Hospital
than many physicians after practicing for a lifetime. When she again began to practice

in St. Louis, she had the unique experience of being the fad. Society women, church
women, and the families of men physicians flocked to her office, which she had set up in
her comfortable home.

| had still three months to teach when she left me to begin her residency, but feeling
responsible for me, she found a very pleasant, high-grade boarding house where | stayed
till school closed.

As much as | had enjoyed teaching, when Dr. Purnell,the principal, said, “Will you teach
another year? We will, of course, increase your salary,” | answered, “No, | intend to study
medicine, and have too little confidence in myself not to keep my eye on the goal.”

He put his arm around me and confided, “I once wanted to be a lawyer, but | kept on
teaching because | had good job: then | married and had a family—well, | am still teaching.
You are a wise little girl. Keep to your singleness of purpose.”

THE HIPPOCRATIC OATH

| SWEAR by Apollo the physician, and Aesculapius, and Hygeia, and Panacea, and all the
gods and goddesses, that, according to my ability and judgment, | will keep this Oath and
this stipulation—to reckon him who taught me this art equally dear to me as my parents,
to share my substance with him, and relieve his necessities if required; to look upon his
offspring in the same footing as my own brothers, and teach them this art, if they shall
wish to learn it, without fee or stipulation, and that by precept, lecture and every other
mode of instruction, | will impart a knowledge of the art to my own sons, and those of

my teachers, and to disciples bound by a stipulation and oath according to the law of
medicine, but to none others. | will follow that system of regimen which, according to my
ability and judgment, | consider for the benefit of my patients, and abstain from whatever
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is deleterious and mischievous. | will give no deadly medicine to anyone if asked, nor
suggest any such counsel; and in like manner | will not give to a woman a pessary to
produce abortion; with purity and holiness | will pass my life and practice my art. | will

not cut persons laboring under the stone, but will leave this to be done by men who are
practitioners of this work. Into whatever houses | enter, | will go into them for the benefit of
the sick, and will abstain from every voluntary act of mischief and corruption; and, further,
from the seduction of females or males, of freemen and slaves. Whatever, in connection
with my professional practice or not in connection with it, | see and hear in the life of

men which ought not to be spoken of abroad, | will not divulge, as reckoning that all such
should be kept secret. While | continue to keep this Oath unviolated, may it be granted to
me to enjoy life and the practice of the art, respected by all men, in all times! But should |
trespass and violate this Oath, may the reverse be my lot!

65
8 “I SWEAR BY APOLLO....”

IN THE FALL of 1885 | presented my credential to the University of Michigan Medical
School. Nevertheless, before | could be given a year's credit, | was required to conform
to the rule of the University and take an oral examination in all freshman courses in the
presence of the assembled heads of departments. | took the vacant chair at the long
faculty table. Each professor asked as many questions as he wished, and then and there
gave his report.

Since | had studied materia medica for only two months, | expected to be either
conditioned or not passed, but instead, Dr. Vaughn, acting for the absent professor, spoke
up, “I will pass Miss Van Hoosen without any examination whatever.

In chemistry, where | was more than prepared and expected to shine, | was told, “I will
pass Miss Van Hoosen, but will require her to listen to the freshman lectures in chemistry.”

Petticoat surgeon http://www.loc.gov/resource/lhbum.08820



Library of Congress

Without exception the teachers and the men students in the medical school were fair and
friendly to the women. The anathemas against “hen medics” came from the students in the
literary department, both men and women.

Not until | entered the medical school did | encounter real teachers, and then only two, Dr.
Corydon L. Ford and Dr. Victor C. Vaughn. It was Dr. Vaughn, Dean of the University of 66
Michigan Medical School, who taught me, though belatedly, that | did not know my lesson
unless | knew everything remotely related to it as well as everything directly connected
with it.

Dr. Ford, head and professor of Anatomy, was a master teacher, and the student who
could not learn from him must have been both blind and deaf. Lame, his rugged bearded
face lined with the dignity and responsibilities of his profession, he was an inspiring picture
as he delivered an anatomy lecture to those unschooled medical students, poorly prepared
to begin the scientific study of medicine. A high school diploma was the only entrance
requirement, and many students were working for their board and room.

Dr. Ford would enter the lecture amphitheater, lay aside his cane, uncover the cadaver
and then, pointing to the groin, would say, “Inguinal region, gentlemen, inguinal region. We
will study today the inguinal region. My hand is lying on the inguinal region, gentlemen.
Inguinal region. This region is covered with integument. | lift the integument and show

the fascia beneath ... femoral artery, gentlemen. Finger pointing to femoral artery. Pencil
tapping femoral artery. Femoral artery, gentlemen ... Femoral vein, gentlemen. Finger
pointing to femoral vein. Pencil tapping femoral vein. Femoral vein gentlemen....”

In this repetitious manner, he visually and didactically demonstrated every structure in the
cadavar. Study was unnecessary after listening to Dr. Ford's lecture, for he branded it into
the brain and retina of the dullest dolt. Oliver Wendell Holmes paid him this tribute, “It is
worth a trip to Europe and back again, to hear an anatomy lecture by Corydon L. Ford.”

Petticoat surgeon http://www.loc.gov/resource/lhbum.08820



Library of Congress

During the passing years the knowledge of medicine, surgery, pediatrics, obstetrics,
gynecology, physiology and materia medica that | acquired in medical school has

slowly, bit by bit, become obsolete. Meanwhile in the never-closing school of medical
practice, | have studied anesthesia, metabolism, serology, cardiography, roentgenology,
endocrinology, aseptic surgery, physio-therapy, preventive medicine—a list with no end in
sight.
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While discoveries are being made in many fields and changes have taken place in other
branches of medicine, anatomy remains the same, yesterday, today, and forever.

Although the University of Michigan gave men a magnificent anatomical foundation for
surgery, the surgical instruction that they gave at that time is now archaic; the inspiration
only has continued unchanged throughout the years.

The specialty of surgery has always been regarded with favor and admiration. Many of the
surgeons at the time | graduated had received their training in the Civil War, and among
them was Dr. Donald McLean, my Professor of Surgery. He was a tall, handsome, blond
Scotchman with a ruddy complexion and a manner suggestive of great folks. He told

us there was really nothing in the germ theory, that it was fantastic and would be short-
lived. Dr. Sullivan, his assistant, was laughed at heartily when Dr. McLean discovered him
operating under a carbolic spray.

If he had accepted the germ theory, it would certainly have wrecked his dramatic
technique. Although it is almost three score years since | sat, all eyes and ears, in his
clinic, | have never since seen any surgery as dashing. Close-shaven, with linen spotless
and clothes freshly pressed, he entered the operating room, laid aside his coat, and rolled
back his shirt sleeves on which there was never the slightest tinge of soil—even on the
inside of the cuffs. Next, he slipped on a rubber apron that had the appearance of being
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new, so fresh and clean it was. A rubber sheet with a slit to expose the abdomen, was
placed over the patient's body.

Dr. McLean meticulously selected the bistowry—it, too, seemed new, so bright and shiny
was the steel!

For a fraction of a second only he poised the blade above the abdomen; then, swift as

a bird of prey, the sharp lancet shot through all the layers of the abdomen, skin fascia,
muscle, and peritoneum, into the distended cystic tumor. Dropping the knife, his hand
followed through the incision, down deeply enough to grasp the very bottom of the cyst
and turn it wrong 68 side out as he dragged it from the abdomen. Then he cut the pedicle
of the tumor, and ligated it with white braided silk, closing the abdomen with the same
suture material.

The wound healed with plenty of laudable pus, which was looked upon as a normal and
desirable condition. The fact that Dr. McLean's mortality rate was not high is evidence that
speed and accuracy are as important as asepsis.

The time filled with days of study passed quickly, but it did not vanish so rapidly as my
money. Determined to keep studying until I had become reduced to may last penny, |
applied to the Woman's Hospital in Detroit for the position of medical-student nurse during
the summer vacation.

This summer service had been in operation for several years, but the hospital matron
who acted as superintendent had nothing good to say of my pedecessors. Naturally | had
difficulty in obtaining the position, which was in a sense a probation opportunity to recoup
their failures. Although | was anxious to get my college quota of obstetrical deliveries,

| was fearful that my knowledge of nursing, summed up in “what every woman knows”,
would not be sufficient.

Ignorant, but young, country-bred, and willing, | attacked my duties with enthusiasm.
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Eager to witness a childbirth, | did not have long to wait. The labor was well advanced

when the call came, and disregarding the protestations of the matron and supervising

nurses, | left my dinner untouched and hurried to the ward where the patient, screened
from view of four other, was laboring.

She was pushing with her feet against a board (a table leaf) set up at the foot of the bed,
while each hand grasped a knotted sheet that had been twisted into a rope and fastened
to the bed. | took a position at the foot of the bed where | could have an un-obstructed
view of the delivery.

| congratulated myself on arriving in time. It would be over in a few minutes, | thought.
However, the progress of the patient, who insisted that she could not bear down on
account of the pain, did not please the doctor.

69

“As soon as you feel the pain, take a deep breath, close your mouth, and bear down just
as you would for a movement of the bowels. There now! Take a deep breath, and press
down. Oh, don't scream like that, or you will never give birth to your baby.” The doctor
repeated similar admonitions with each pain, but still there was no sign of the birth.

For a long time was no change. Then the patient began voluntarily to bear down. Her facial
muscles contorted, and her whole body took part in a supreme effort to expel the child.

Greatly encouraged, both doctor and nurse urged excitedly, in one breath, “Hang on to
that! Don't let it go! Hold your breath!” As futile as her efforts had been before, now nothing
could restrain those powerful impulses for expulsion. The patient's face grew purple. Her
brow was beaded with sweat that trickled down her face. Her hands were swollen from
pulling on the sheets. Her breath came in quick gasps. Her nostrils were distended and her
eyes suffused. The atmosphere of the birth chamber was filled with hope and courage, for
with every pain some tiny portion of the baby's head became increasingly visible.
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The patient was now instructed to cease bearing down, lest harmful tears might result.
With each pain the doctor called loudly, “Open your mouth! Scream! Don't bear down!”
Endeavoring to prevent too rapid birth, the doctor actually pushed back the head, which
like the shaven circle of the bishop's scalp, appeared and disappeared until the birth could
no longer be delayed. Then, suddenly, the head, followed quickly by the body, lay in a limp
mass between the mother's legs.

A sharp cry was heard. The baby's arms and legs struck out aimlessly, and all wet and
covered with white flecks, it lay a helpless victor in the race with life and death.

Here, as student nurse in the Woman's Hospital, my physical, mental and emotional
systems were kept at such a high pitch of activity that it became impossible for me to
relax or rest. Night after night, as soon as | fell asleep, | jumped out of my bed and started
to remake it. At this point | wakened, but again and again, when | lost consciousness, |
repeated the performance. | 70 outmaneuvered this emotional manifestation by sleeping
on the bare mattress devoid of all bed clothing. Towards the end of the service | spent

a week-end on the farm, and at night in my sleep | wakened Alice by trying to empty her
breasts. This so alarmed the family that | was not allowed to return to my nursing job.

In the fall of 1886 the money that | had earned while teaching in St. Louis had dwindled

to a few dollars. Nevertheless, | matriculated for the senior year, and would have entered
college had I not received a message from Alice, who was teaching in Saginaw, Michigan.
She wanted me to take a position made vacant by the sickness of one of their teachers. |
would have to teach mathematics and German, and could live with her.

This was an alluring offer, and | accepted. The teaching was not difficult, and | found time
to give massage to Dr. Freeman's patients. Dr. Freeman was the father of Alice Freeman
Palmer, President of Wellesley College for many years.
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The following spring, while still teaching, | learned that the position of demonstrator of
anatomy in the University of Michigan Medical School was vacant. | applied, although

| did not have my degree in medicine. Fortunately, my A.B. was accepted in lieu of the
M.D. degree, and the position, carrying a salary of fifty dollars a month, was mine. This
improvement in my financial condition, however, presented a problem of its own. How
could I get enough knowledge of anatomy to fill the position? The only way out would be to
go to Ann Arbor, and dissect all summer.

| spent every day from June till October in the dissecting room, rising at three in the
morning, preparing breakfast for myself and E. C. Williams, one of my old literary as well
as medical classmates, and dissecting from four till noon. The afternoon was devoted to
study, and | retired soon after dinner.

There were six of us who dissected all summer. | share my cadaver with a tall, pale, city-
bred fellow who became easily tired and took frequent rests. Physical endurance has
always been easy for me, and | could sit for hours, almost immovable, picking out bits of
fat and separating the tissues, one from another. As my 71 interest increased, my cheeks
became redder until they vied with the color of my hair. | think it was this contrast between
us that made my companions conjure up a theory that | was sapping the vitality of my side
partner, and they took turns in making such remarks as these:

“Dodge, she's sapping your strength. You're compelled to rest more and more. Cut out the
couch.”

“You're getting weaker and weaker. Every day | see you frailing.”
“Look, Dodge, she never gets tired and she never rests. She grows stronger all the time.”

My medical degree, hard as | had worked for it and as much as | valued it, brought me no
sense of competency. Responsibility for the life of a patient frightened me. | was different
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from any classmates who were eager to begin practice. When | insisted that | would like to
work in a hospital for a time, they laughed at me and said, “I can't afford it.”

Internships and residencies were in their incipiency and not popular with the student body.
Tortured by a medical-practice inferiority complex, | applied to the Woman's Hospital in
Detroit for a residency, and the Board of Trustees, appreciating my strenuous services
during the summer as medical-student nurse, appointed me for the coming year.

Since | had to begin my residency one month before graduation, it was necessary to take
special, private examinations in all senior subjects, but this gave me no concern, for Dr.
Vaughn, in line with his customary treatment of women students, gave me credit without
any examination beyond a few teasing remarks.

On the way to the anatomy examination | met a group of senior girls who began quizzing
me. “Can you name the foramina in the petrous portion of the temporal bone?”

“In a final, such questions are foolish and unfair,” | retorted. At this, they glibly rolled off the
answer to it, and to two other equally finical questions.

To my amazement the anatomy teacher asked only those three 72 questions, and to his
amusement | poured forth the answers with breathless fluency lest in another minute |
should have forgotten them.

Listening to courses the required second time, attending operations that were performed
in the surgical clinic without antiseptic precautions, and at the same time demonstrating
anatomy to earn a living kept me busy; and it seemed a short time before they pronounced
us ready to graduate.

Just before the graduation date, | was approached to contribute toward the purchase of a
black silk dress for a woman student who had worked her way through school.
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“Yes, yes,” | quickly handed out my assessment, “and is every girl who has put herself
through college going to receive a silk dress? You know | am a worthy candidate.”

“You're different,” came the reply, which compensated for having to make with my own
hands, a graduating dress out of one of my old ones.

Perhaps | was different. On the farm | had learned how to meet realities without suffering
either mentally or physically. My initiative had never been blunted. | had freedom to
succeed—freedom to fail. Life on the farm produces a kind of toughness.

PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT

WHEN PEOPLE ask me why | consider training quite as important as theory, | tell this
story.

Dr. John Dill Robinson, the Chicago Commissioner of Health who took smoking out of
the city's streetcars and elevated trains, organized some short lecture courses in nursing
shortly after the influenza epidemic of 1918.

Mature and intelligent women were admitted to these lectures and after three months of
concentrated daily instruction were placed with physicians for a little practical application
of what they had learned. One of these women, while assisting a physician with a wound
dressing, saw the sterile dressing fall to the floor. She started to pick it up, then hesitated,
a puzzled frown on her face.

Suddenly her expression cleared. Pointing to the fallen dressing she said “You pick it up,
Doctor,” adding knowingly, “you're more sterile than | am!”

75
FOUR YEARS WITH OBSTETRICS, INSANITY, AND SURGERY
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WHEN | BEGAN service in the Woman's Hospital, Detroit, my predecessor had left four
post partum patients, one delivered two days previously, and the other three patients,
several weeks before. All had fever and were being given hot vaginal douches three
times a day. The day | arrived, the patient most recently delivered had a chill and became
acutely ill. The first two cases | delivered had chills and fever on the third and fourth days.

| had been on duty two weeks before it dawned on me that every patient in the hospital
had childbed fever! | had to face the grim fact—an epidemic of puerperal fever!

Forty years before, in 1843, Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes had pointed out that the cause
of childbed fever was contagion. In 1847, Semmelweis, in Vienna, attributed the disease
to the introduction of decomposing animal matter into the vagina, insisting that if the
obstetrician or midwife would wash the hands in chlorine water before delivering the
woman, epidemics could be prevented. His hidebound medical colleagues treated his
revolutionary research with such distrust and such contumely that, disheartened, he
became demented and died without receiving the recognition due him as the savior of
mothers.

In the seventies, Lister brought forth and applied the germ theory to everyday problems,
and Semmelweis was resurrected 76 while his associates slept on in the cemetery of
obstructionists. In the brief period of twenty years following Lister's research, students
were taught that the physician and nurses were responsible for fever after delivery.

Accepting the disgrace, | called upon the shades of my Dutch ancestors to direct me until
all was “clean as blood of babes.” | aired, scrubbed, boiled and soaked in bichloride of
mercury solution, the sheets, mattresses, beds, walls, floors, and the patients' and doctors'
gowns. | did this not once—but day after day, for there were no rooms for segregating
patients, and the nurse and | cared for both fresh deliveries and old infected ones.
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It was a strenuous, not to say exhausting fight. | was so wearied as well as worried, that

| feared that | might, like Semmelweis, become demented. During those weeks, as soon
as | fell asleep, | would see at the foot of my bed four tall coffins standing on end. On each
coffin plate was the name of the patient, and below it the significant information, “Doctored
by Bertha Van Hoosen.” This dream was so real and impeaching that it would invariably
awaken me, and slipping out of bed, | would revisit the ward to reassure myself that the
patients were not in coffins standing on end, and that | was not behind bars.

No patient died, and after the first month none developed fever. | have never regretted that
harrowing experience, for | learned what could be done to prevent infection, even under
the most discouraging circumstances.

With one exception | had been able to conduct all of the deliveries without calling upon

the visiting staff. My last case, however, proved to be a Jonah. She was a mentally-
deficient girl, Cyclopean, with double thumbs on each hand, and six toes on each foot. |
had not anticipated trouble with her delivery, but the girl lived up to her anomalous physical
structure by furnishing the most pathological delivery in the history of the hospital.

The huge creature was like a patient animal in her reaction to pain, but after many hours
the labor showed no progress. The baby's head rested high above the pelvis, and only
a small portion of it was wedged into the inlet as the result of the driving force 77 of the
pains. The foetal heart was good and the mother easily controlled, but | began to worry
about the advisability of calling for assistance.

Once before | had been obliged to call one of the attending obstetricians to deliver a
patient who had a small tumor obstructing the birth canal. Dr. Flinterman answered the
call, and after making an examination, asked me to apply forceps.

At that time | had hesitated, for my knowledge of forceps had been obtained entirely from
books.
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“All right, watch me.” With enviable skill and celerity he applied the tong-like instruments,
and then, to my astonishment, instead of delivering the baby he slipped the forceps off and
said, “Now you apply them.

| had succeeded fairly well, but as | turned for his approval, he again removed the
instruments with, “You will feel more at home; try again.”

| wonder how many lives that wonderful lesson by a truly great master has saved in the
past half century.

Yes, | must call again for assistance. But just when? If too early, | ran the chance of being
ridiculed and mortified by facetious remarks about over-solitous women physicians. Too
late, and | become responsible for a death, perhaps two deaths.

Preferring to suffer ridicule rather than the torments of a quilty conscience, | called Dr.
Longyear. He was a handsome gentleman, very courteous and kind, but he made me feel
inferior because | was a woman—an irremediable condition.

With mannerly condescension he asked me to apply the instruments, at the same time
making the comforting remark that the patient had certainly had a fair chance to show what
she could do for herself. The application of the forceps was more difficult than in the case
where | had called Dr. Flinterman—dear, rough and ready Dr. Flinterman, how grateful |
was to him!—but all went well, and | applied the forceps successfully. The situation took
on a more hopeful aspect, and grasping firmly the handles of the forceps, | made gentle
traction. Again and again | made traction.

78

When | realized that my efforts were availing nothing, my spirits began to droop, but |
was determined to bring that baby. Failure after failure to dislodge the head urged me to
redouble my exertion. My strength was slowly waning. My hands were visibly trembling.
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My legs were shaking. (Thank God for petticoats!) | could no longer hang on to the
forceps. Like a knockedout pugilist, | was down.

Dr. Longyear scrutinized me with sympathetic superiority and remarked, “I guess it needs
a little masculine muscle.”

| agreed faintly as he handled the forceps gracefully and expertly, and made gentle
traction, which was repeated and repeated, each time with more and more force. He was
covered with perspiration and his hands, too, were shaking. Finally, glancing at me, he
gasped, “Well, well, we will have to have more help. Send for Dr. Carsten.”

Dr. Carsten came, but he only duplicated our efforts.

In an atmosphere of desperate gloom Dr. Longyear asked me to put my arms under
those of the patient, and pull at the same time that both he and Dr. Carsten, uniting their
strength, pulled on the forceps. He was determined to deliver the baby! Unsuccessful and
discouraged, the two doctors sat down, steaming from their great exertion.

The only course left was to dismember the baby, and deliver it piecemeal. How distasteful
this mutilating operation, performed on an ordinary bed, in the patient's room and with a
minimum of untrained assistants, must have been to Dr. Carsten, the most skillful woman's
surgeon in Detroit! Even so, he did not waver, and soon | saw a slender stream of brains
exuding from the vagina. Then came lungs and intestines, next arms, and finally the
dismembered body. For days the mother hovered between life and death, and weeks were
consumed in the repair of the injured tissues and recovery from shock.

At this time the Woman's Hospital received only delinquent girls, but none of them was

of the prostitute type, and most of them came from “good families”. Some entered the
institution 79 early in pregnancy, while others were residents for only a short time before
delivery. It was the rule, however, that no girl could be discharged until a satisfactory home
had been found for the baby.

Petticoat surgeon http://www.loc.gov/resource/lhbum.08820



Library of Congress

| was shocked when | first learned that the babies of all these unmarried mothers were
adopted. On the farm it had distressed me when the new-born calves were separated

from their mothers. Sleep was impossible when, all through the night, | heard the cows
lowing for their babies. The horses and sheep were my balm in Gilead, for they were never
separated from their young that nursed and frolicked all day long.

To calm my emotions, the matron and the chairman of the adoption committee assured me
that when the girls kept their babies they usually found it so difficult to support them that
eventually the babies were deserted or became victims of malnutrition. They were positive
that the suffering of separation was only deferred.

Young and untutored in sociology, | tried to accept their system as best for all concerned,
but every time | witnessed the modus operandi of an adoption, my doubts doubled.

My memory retains all the grim details of these baby-finding incidents. One sunny
afternoon the sound of horses' hoofs and the roll of wheels was heard on the little-used
approach to the hospital. Every girl heard the meaningful sound and made an excuse to
get near a window or secret peephole. When the elegant carriage, with driver and footman
and drawn by matched horses stopped, a lady of the gay nineties with bobbing bustle and
waving plumes stepped out. The nursery matron circled importantly around the nursery,
admonishing the mothers to dress their babies in their “prettiest” and then go to the wash
room and wait for her. The lady was conducted to the nursery and invited, like a dinner
guest, to “help yourself.” She flitted and fluttered from one crib to another, unable to make
a decision. She called upon the matron for assistance, but got none. Should it be the little
girl with yellow curls or the boy with snapping black eyes? Just then a little fellow stretched
out his arms to the childless 80 woman. He was chosen. The lady was conducted back

to the visitors' room, and the matron released the breathless girls huddled in the lavatory.
“Well, Mary,” she called, “you are a lucky girl. Your baby will have one of the finest homes
in the country. Hurry, now, and dress him.” She handed Mary a bag containing baby
clothes so dainty and expensive that the girl was afraid to touch them. Slowly and tenderly,
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Mary slipped the tiny garments on her infant. Smoothing his blonde hair for a moment, she
looked down to admire him cradled in her arms. Then the child slipped from her blurred
vision. The matron caught the baby as its fainting mother fell to the floor.

| worked over Mary for an hour. She slowly regained consciousness and realization that
now she was free to go back into the world, alone.

Some of these girls were emotionally more unstable than others. One, a Canadian,
entered the hospital when she was near the end of her pregnancy. She had been starving
herself for months, and a few days after her delivery she became insane. This form of
insanity that attacks women after their delivery is known as puerperal and often lasts for
several months. In the case of this patient the cause was, without doubt, her exhausted
physical condition. Although not especially difficult to manage she had decided infanticidal
and suicidal tendencies, and had to be watched constantly.

| was with her so much that | felt acquainted, through listening to her ravings, with the
undertaker, a married man, father of her baby. | could almost hear the words of her stern
English father as he denounced any unmarried girl who became a mother. | actually shed
tears for his timid, self-effacing wife who dared not help her daughter in the time of her
great need. Sometimes in her delirium she would spend the entire night with her ranting
father and sobbing mother. Towards morning her father would seem to have crushed her,
and muttering, “I'll have to do it.” she would fall asleep with a piece of torn sheet wound
many times around her neck.

At other times her frenzied conversation was with her lover. 81 She would plead piteously
with him to do something for her, to take her life or to give her poison so that she might
die.

To me the most distressing hours were when she would attempt to kill the baby. She
would seize a pillow, rock it in her arms, kissing and caressing it. Then with staring eyes
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and clenched teeth she would squeeze and squeeze the soft resisting sack until her hands
fell limps and her breath was spent.

It was six weeks after the baby had been born before she regained her mental health,
and | was surprised that her mania did not deprive her of her courage and good sense.
She returned to her native town, able to meet the world and start a new life, for her insane
experiences had left no record in her brain.

| needed and enjoyed every minute of my obstetrical residency, but when | was urgently
invited to return to Ann Arbor to demonstrate anatomy during the winter months, | left the
Woman's Hospital, with its perplexing problems of delinquent girls and their beautiful,
bastard babies, without a regret.

| was glad to return to the dissecting room. It was never a gruesome place to me. While
sitting in silent communion with my cadaver, | felt the presence of the Divine Architect of
man more keenly than when | entered a church.

In the spring, as the anatomy course was nearing an end, Dr. Mary Black Palmer who
had been assistant physician at the Kalamazoo State Hospital before the married its
superintendent, urged me to fill the vacancy which she had recently made.

| had always had an unreasoning fear of insane people. Once, during my college days,
everyone rushed to the window to see an insane man who had taken off all his clothes,
painted his body with indigo and climbed into a leafless tree. | did not join the curious
crowd. The lunatic terrified me so that | fled through the back door, climbed a wire fence,
stayed away from dinner, and worried a great deal lest | might catch sight a wild, strange
creature.

Dr. Black Palmer was unable to persuade me to take the position. She talked a long time
and finally proposed that if | would come and stay a month, | would not need to do nay
work, and | 82 would be paid twenty-five dollars. This was such an absurd offer, and so
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unusual after | had been counting dollars and cents for five years, that | at last accepted,
feeling much like a joker in a pack.

| occupied a beautiful suite of rooms with bath, and ate with Dr. Black Palmer and her
husband. Every day | had fresh flowers from the conservatory, rode with the doctors in a
comfortable carriage behind a spanking team, played tennis in the afternoon and whist
in the evening. At the end of the month | was five pounds heavier and twenty-five dollars
richer.

This life was nearer to that of royalty and the millionaire class than anything | have
experienced since. Nevertheless, | began to want a hospital position with a regular salary.
After a talk with Dr. Palmer, the superintendent, this was arranged. | was to receive a
salary of seventy-five dollars a month for special care of the insane women patients, and
medical charge of some wards.

My first duty was to look after new patients, and record any marks or bruises found on the
body. The first examination 1 made necessitated passing through a convalescent ward
(that was easy), a mildly-disturbed ward (that was worse), and then into the violent ward,
where the new patient was being bathed. Trembling and breathless with fear, | reached
the patient, observed her, and then dreaded the trip back to the office. | would have gladly
climbed out the window or escaped by the roof. Instead, | must retrace my steps through
wards that were filled with the patients of whom | had such fear. When | was in the middle
of the mildly-disturbed ward, | heard running feet behind me. My heart stood still—I tried to
scream, but could not—I could not even move my head—it was like a nightmare. Nearer
and nearer the running steps came; then a heavy slap on my back, a whisper in my ear,
“Who are you?” Before | could see my assailant, she had fled out of sight, but she took
with her all my fears. No insane patient has ever frightened me since.

Dr. Palmer, who was years in advance in the care of the insane and in institutional
management, taught me many things outside of the field of medicine. He personally
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instructed me how to 83 inspect wards, dining rooms, and bathrooms; he took forks and
ran a fold of cloth between the tines; he lifted the drinking glasses to the light and squinted
for lint; he traced a figure eight with his finger on the bottom of the dishpan, looking for
grease. In the wards, standing on a chair, he passed his hand over the partitions between
the windowpanes.

There were no restraints applied to patients, and no special nurses assigned to suicidal or
homicidal cases. After the addition of a new building at the Pontiac State Hospital many
of the patients from our overcrowded hospital in Kalamazoo were transferred. The young
physician who came for them asked, “Which ones are suicidal, and need special nurses?”

Dr. Palmer explained, “None has a special nurse. All sleep in a ward, and are never alone.
Given plenty of time, people will always put off doing things, even to committing suicide.”

Instead of accepting this hypothesis, the young man, as soon as he had returned with his
charges, placed two special nurses on one of the worst cases. A week later the patient
committed suicide, although she had made no such attempt in many years in Kalamazoo.
Her suicide was accomplished by jumping upon a chair and falling backward, breaking her
neck. She did this in the few minutes while the nurses chatted during the interchange of
duty.

While in the Kalamazoo State Hospital, | was the only woman on the staff with seven men,
and so became the natural butt of a practical joke. | was informed that every Friday it was
my duty to go to the dispensary and extract the teeth of any patients who had been sent
there.

| had never pulled a tooth in my life and never expected to, but though scared to death, |
determined not to give up unless | failed. My first patient had pyorrhoea, and wanted me
to pull all of her teeth. They almost fell out, and my confidence was so restored that | was
soon enjoying the job.
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| had extracted about a thousand teeth before the superintendent discovered what was
going on. It seemed it was the druggist's duty to do this work, but | baffled the conspirators
and 84 voluntarily continued to pull teeth as long as | remained there.

Not a year has passed since that time, more than fifty years ago, when | have not mulled
over the case of Mary Jane. She was under the special care of one of the attending
doctors who force-fed her five times a day. Occasionally, when he was away, | pushed the
long stomach tube down the gullet of the unresisting Mary Jane, and the nurse poured into
the connecting funnel a pint of rich, liquid nourishment.

Here is a layman's abstracted history of the case: Before Mary Jane became a patient in
an insane hospital, she had had a delightful courtship, a short engagement and, deliriously
happy, was dressed in bridal finery for her wedding. The guests had assembled, and
everything was in readiness except one very essential thing—the bridegroom.

As she sat on her bed waiting for the arrival of her belated fiance, a letter was handed
to her. She opened it, read the enclosed note, but made no sign to move. One of her
bridesmaids, fretting at the delay, glanced over her shoulder and saw these lines, “I love
you too much to go on with this. | am already married.”

From that moment until | saw her six months after here entrance into the asylum, Mary
Jane had never voluntarily moved, never lifted her head or swallowed, even her saliva that
drizzled down over her chin. She could be moved by being pushed about like a dummy,
and dressed as a child dresses a doll.

One day, while substituting for the regular physician, | found the attendants greatly excited
over May Jane who, upon hearing someone say, “The boy stood on the burning deck,”
snapped back, “Whence all but him had fled.”
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They repeated the first line of every jingle and ditty they could recall and Mary Jane
responded by reciting the second line.

A little later Mary Jane began to walk, but no one could inveigle her into stepping on the
red stripe in the long hall runner. When she came to the red, it seemed to be a danger
signal, and with both feet she jumped over it.

Three times a day Mary Jane had been taken to the dining 85 room, although she never
even looked at the table or moved her hands. But, after she began to talk and walk, she
added to these accomplishments that of eating her dinner at the table with the other
patients.

Then came the big surprise for us. Mary Jane had become quite normal in every way. She
knew the content of the fateful letter and was grateful to have been spared a bigamous
marriage, but remembered nothing that had happened from the day she read it until after
she had been in the asylum the best part of a year. However, she did remember and
rehearsed in lip-smacking detail everything that her physician had said to the head nurse
during the frequent, daily feeding periods. The doctor was in love with the nurse, and their
pretty talk must have had a lovely response when fresh, but when recited in a flat voice by
Mary Jane, it afforded better amusement than any other offering in Kalamazoo.

Mary Jane never tired of broadcasting “The Private Affairs of the Doctor and the Head
Nurse,” and | have always believed that it was the daily reiteration of endearing love, more
than the forced feeding that wakened the shocked and dormant centers in Mary Jane's
brain and brought her back to life. She made a complete recovery and was discharged a
well and surprisingly happy woman.

After a three-months' study of patients | was convinced that many were not insane at all,
but before my service was over, | had many demonstrations of my faulty diagnosis.
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My first awakening was when the lovely old gentleman who worked in the library and
regularly took the horse and buggy to get the mail for the institution, did not appear. HE
had started for the post office, but when hours passed and he did not return, scouts were
sent out. He was discovered, sitting by the roadside, pounding his very valuable watch, an
heirloom, to bits, while the horse patiently cropped the roadside grass. After some weeks
of violence he again appeared the same courteous, reliable, delightful person that | had
thought to be perfectly well.

Another was a fine, young college-educated man whom | had 86 known at Ann Arbor. |
could see nothing wrong with his mental health. Nevertheless, one morning he went to
the carpenter shop where he was working and, before anyone was aware of what he was
doing, he had chopped off his penis with a sharp hatchet—his solution to annoying sex
problems.

While in the Woman's Hospital in Detroit, | had been an eye witness to what, at the
time, | thought to be the worst of physical and mental pain, but after a few months at
the Kalamazoo Insane Hospital | regarded the suffering of those unmarried mothers as
ephemeral and perhaps chastening.

| came to look upon insanity as a living death more than a disease—a living death like that
suffered by those damned souls in the concentric circles of the inferno.

With such a feeling | often visited a sweet, delicate little lady whose delusion was that

she was dead. She thought that anything which would kill another person could not harm
her because she was already dead. She was so obsessed with this idea that very rarely
would she stop talking about being dead long enough for me to introduce a more pleasant
subject.

If I wore a hat, she would beg me to take my hat pin and thrust it deeply into her heart.
“That would kill anybody, wouldn't it? Try it on me; run it into my heart. It will not kill me.”
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At other times she begged me to choke her for fifteen minutes. “That would kill anybody
except me. | am already dead; it will not kill me.” She was constantly conjuring up some
new and fantastic method for producing death and urging everyone she met to try it on
her.

She occupied a pleasant room on the convalescent floor, but her companions, though
insane themselves, regarded her as a “boresome nut.” Her husband came frequently to
take her for a drive. On one of these occasions she seemed so like her normal self that
instead of hitching the horse and accompanying her back to her room, he allowed her, at
her earnest request, to return alone. It was not long before the nurses missed her. Search
was instituted and her decapitated body was found, lying on the railroad track that ran
back of the asylum.

87

In medical school | received no instruction in psychiatry, and during my assistantship in the
Kalamazoo Insane Hospital | did not acquire even a vocabulary in that subject. Whenever
female patients were admitted to the institution, | examined them for evidence of any
physical injury such as cuts, scars, burns or bruises, but made no other examinations.

During my eighteen months' service | never made a note on the mental or physical
condition of any patient, except in an occasional letter to their relatives. These letters
were subjected to the approval of the superintendent, who had instructed me in the use of
phrases that could not be used in court against the institution or the staff. | became expert
in expressing myself in such terms as: “If your sister continues in her present condition, |
see no reason why your anxiety concerning her should be more than what you naturally
feel.”

In the nineteenth century, treatment for the insane was little more than confinement
(occasionally with restraints), a regular routine of living, employment, amusement,
occasional doses of castor oil and an iron tonic. Brain surgery, physiotherapy, shock
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treatment, psychoanalysis as well as vitamin and endocrine medication were later
developments.

The training of nurse attendants was exceptionally fine and was largely responsible for
the improvement and recovery of many cases. On every occasion they were found to be
unflinching soldiers with but one thought—the discharge of duty.

As a conspicuous example of their courage, one day one of our best trained nurse
attendants, while making rounds, stooped to button the collar of a very untidy patient. Just
as she finished, the patient lowered her head, caught the last joint of the nurse's index
finger between her teeth, and with a single clamp of the jaw bit the end off.

Without a word, the nurse picked up the amputated part of the finger as it rolled upon the
floor, took it to the office and asked the doctor if he could restore it. Unfortunately, it was
impossible to do so, but on the following day all of the patient's front teeth were extracted.
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The sacrifices made and the dangers daily encountered by these nurse attendants in
caring for the insane should receive not only recognition, but the deepest gratitude from
the public.

The fearlessness and self-control of these young women stimulated me to do many things
that before entering into the service of the insane | would have thought impossible. As the
only woman on the staff, | was frequently asked to try my hand at coaxing from her lair

a wild patient who periodically barricaded the door of her room with her bed, bureau and
other furniture. No one could enter, nor would she come out.

When | was asked to try my hand at breaking into her stockade, | was given carte blanche
to use any method that might assist me in bringing forth the self-imprisoned lady.
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Perfectly aware that it would require time and no end of patience, | armed myself with

the key to the door of the general storehouse and a low chair. Seating myself so that my
mouth came on a level with the keyhole, | released a program of masterful seduction. |
opened with pleasantries about her health and the weather. She replied in the language
of a drunken pirate. | invited her to take a walk. | handled out interesting bits of ward
gossip, and at the end of an hour | succeeded in persuading her to remove the blockade
sufficiently for me to enter the room. Even so, the moment | was inside, as per agreement,
the furniture was replaced against the door.

As | looked around the room, | found that she had smeared the walls, as high as her long,
skinny arms could reach, with her bowel excreta, and that the atmosphere was nauseating
with the abhorrent odor.

Now that | was her prisoner, | bent all my energies to interest her in the things that we
might discover if we made a visit to the general storehouse. In many tempting ways |
displayed the key that was in my possession. At last she listened. Like a genuine burglar
pal | whispered my plan: we would slip out of the room and secretly visit the storehouse.
Once there, we would possess ourselves of everything we fancied. Although she was
interested, another hour passed before she seriously considered 89 leaving her room.
Then, on tiptoe, we warily crept through the door into the long hall and down the back
stairs where patients were never allowed. Crouching against the building, we moved
cautiously until we reached our goal—the storehouse with its wealth of merchandise of
every description.

After entering, | locked the door behind us and left my patient to her own devices. She
was soon lost in the delights of looting. Over her tangled and graying hair, she tried on

hat after hat. She forced her bare feet into all sizes and kinds of shoes. She held up one
dress and then another against her corsetless gangling frame. Fingering through piles of
towels, sheets, curtains and men's clothing, she seemed unable to decide on anything that
she would like to possess. Her freedom to act and the riches before her satiated all her
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cravings. When at last she settled upon one bright-colored handkerchief, her next desire
was to return to the ward and display it before the other patients.

With no arguments on my part of resistance on hers, we hurried back and found that the
nurses had cleaned and restored her chamber to the faultlessly appointed order of all
asylum rooms.

| had spent three hours with this mad woman, but | had the satisfaction of having saved a
posse of men from the dangers of physical injury from broken glass and flying furniture. A
wild fight in all probability would have been the result if they had entered her room through
the transom and taken her by force.

| had been in Kalamazoo more than a year when | had typhoid fever, with two relapses,
carrying a very high temperature for nine weeks, and in coma the last. Just before the
attack, while eating a hearty dinner with my colleagues in the asylum dining room, | made
the remark, “People should not fear death. | myself have absolutely no fear of death.”

At that one of the assisting physicians, Dr. Tullidge, whose father was a Preshyterian,
minister said, “Don't ever make such a remark as that again. You don't know what you are
talking about, sitting here the picture of health. It sounds absurd.”

“Well, | cannot prove it today, but | may some day.”
90

After leaving the table, | felt chilly and could not get warm though | stood in front of a
hot radiator until the keys in my hand almost burned me. Finally, | went to bed, and was
lying smothered under seven blankets, when Dr. Black Palmer found me and took my
temperature. It was one hundred and seven. | was delirious.

When the doctor who had been appointed to take charge of my case, visited me, | would
plead day after day, “Tell Dr. Tullidge that | am not afraid to die,” Or, ‘Why didn't you let me
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die yesterday? | am not afraid.” | proved my point, though I nearly lost my life as well as all
of my hair doing it.

Shortly after my phenomenal recovery from typhoid, | learned that the New England
Hospital for Women and Children was looking for a resident. The application had to be
made in person. Life in the well-managed insane institution was so easy and luxurious that
| worried about its ultimate effect on me. So | turned my back on its allurements and set
out for Boston, stopping at Montclair, New Jersey, to visit Alice, who had just returned from
her honeymoon in England.

| had made all of my own dresses, and was concerned only about my professional ability.
Alice said at once, “You will never get the place unless you buy yourself some new
clothes.”

She took me to McAlpin's in New York, where | was fitted out with a diagonal-striped

wool dress with a basque of the same material, and leg-of-mutton sleeves of plain brown
silk. The skirt was very long, sweeping the ground, with a silk ruffle a foot wide. Then |
bought an astrachan pelerine, and a hat covered with wings, suggesting a flight of birds—
a remarkable fashion but no stranger than some of our “Candy-kid” creations. My hair, that
had not grown long since my typhoid, was a mass of short red curls.

As a Western woman with limited clinical experience, | had little hope of being the
successful candidate. There was only one other applicant, and she was well fitted for

the position, but the board of medical women who made the selection liked my personal
appearance. Confidentially, | had feared my fine feathers 91 would militate against me,
for the Boston medical women were dressed in clothes that were at least four years out of
date.
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Later, | learned that the choice narrowed down to two points: hair and training. My hair
was short from force of circumstances and my opponent's, from choice. In addition, | had a
wider training in obstetrics, a necessary qualification for the position.

When | began my service, | had no idea of what would be expected of me, but | soon
found out. My duties consisted of seeing every patient in the hospital at least one day;
doing one-third of the surgical operations and assisting in the others; conducting all
abnormal deliveries; keeping a daybook; attending the private clinic twice a week; and
last but not least, being responsible for the teaching and deportment of six interns—a big
program under the best of circumstances, but more difficult because | was suffering from
an inferiority complex that was not without foundation.

Soon after my arrival, one of the attending staff on the medical service advised, “Now

Dr. Van Hoosen, | want to give you some hints. Our surgeons will cheat you out of doing
any surgery if you don't mind your p' and g's. Insist on you rights! There's a ruling that the
resident shall do one-third of the operations, but when | was resident, | never got any to
do. Now, you see to it that you don't get cheated.”

| was too overpowered with my responsibilities to let this make any impression upon me,
and | notified Dr. Mary Smith, who was nearing the end of a three-month surgical service,
“I wish to act as an assistant for at least a month, or until | have learned the hospital
routine.”

The mouth passed quickly, when another physician, Dr. Keller, came on surgical service.

| assisted her with two very simple operations, but the third was on a woman with
lacerations suffered twenty years previously in childbirth. This patient had no control of the
bowels, and her operation, if successful, must result in normal bowel action.
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When Dr.Keller asked in the most casual manner, “Would you like to do the operation?” |
thought how absurd it was to 92 think that these women surgeons would cheat me out of
my rightful opportunity. On the contrary, they were showing perfect fairness.

Determined to make myself worthy of their confidence, | assured Dr. Keller, “I will be very
glad, with your help, to do the operation.”

That night | studied till long after midnight on the anatomy and surgery of the perineum.
With a fresh, vivid picture of the intricately woven muscle and fascia that make up that
small structure, | mentally repaired, not once, but many times, those lacerations that had
undergone scar retraction and muscle atrophy.

In the morning | rose early, trying not to be nervous and excited. At seven-thirty (the
operation was scheduled sharply at eight) Dr. Keller telephoned me, “I will not be able to
come to the hospital this morning; but you go right ahead with the operation.”

| was stunned by her faith in my ability, and vowed that it would never be let down, that
| would show myself worthy. If it had been a less formidable operation, it would not have
been such a demonstration of her confidence in me! | must make good!

As luck—yes, luck—would have it, the operation proved a success, but the success of the
surgery did not impress me so much as the fact that | had failed the trust placed in me.

The fourth and fifth were very minor operations, but the sixth was a cancer of the right
breast. Dr. Keller, in exactly the same casual tone, asked, “Would you like to do the
operation?”

With the deepest gratitude and a fierce determination not to disappoint her, | again
accepted the opportunity offered and drug into the anatomy and surgery of the breast until
the small hours of the morning.
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This time Dr. Keller was there to assist. | took off the breast, and started to remove the
glands from under the arm when Dr. Keller suggested leaving them.

| handed the knife over to her, admitting, “I will probably 93 not do it so rapidly or so well
as you, but,” with sharp emphasis, “the glands must be removed.”

She did not accept the knife, but directed, “Proceed!”

During my service at the Woman's Hospital in Detroit, | had become so interested in the
problems of illegitimate offspring that when | took over the residency at the New England
Hospital the first question | asked was, “Where are the unmarried mothers and their
babies?”

Miss Clark, one of the James Freeman Clark family and chairman of the Committee for
Delinquent Girls, responded cheerfully, “Oh, we always find places for them to work in the
country where they can take their babies, and they usually marry sons of the neighboring
farmers, often the sons of the family for whom they are working.”

“But,” | remonstrated, “what about the girl's reputation and the stigma attached to the
child?”

Miss Clark smiled. “Reputation is not of enough value to sacrifice character for it.”

| became a vocal convert.
94
10 A HOME DELIVERY

NEARLY FOUR YEARS of hospital training had a marked effect upon my medical ego.
| found on completing my service at the New England Hospital for Women and Children
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that | had become hypercritical of the work of staff physicians, and was becoming self-
confident to an alarming degree.

At long last | was in heat for private practice, and would have begun at once had not Alice
entrusted to me a precious secret, “I'm going to have a baby.”

To my query, “When?” she responded, “In June, | think.”
June....

We realized our lives had suddenly undergone a tremendous transformation. Things would
never again be the same. ... Fear, hope, joy—a tumult of emotions almost choked me.

Up to her thirtieth year Alice had devoted her time to study and teaching, but the year
after | graduated from medicine, she had changed her vocation and entered the medical
department of the University of Michigan, where she had taken her A.B. degree seven
years before.

During her years of teaching she had saved money in anticipation of a trip of Europe. The
opportunity came during the summer of her junior year in medicine, and it was her maiden
voyage in more senses than one, for she returned a bride.

95

Joseph Comstock Jones, at the time he married Alice, was head of the Educational
Department of Harper & Brothers Publishers, which was the height of his ambition.
When Harper & Brothers discontinued publishing school books two years later it was a
staggering blow, for it meant that he must look for another position.

So it came to pass that Alice and Joe had planned to go to the farm in Stony Creek,
Michigan, where Father and Mother were, and remain till Joe could find a job suited to his
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gualifications. | readjusted my plans that | might be with Alice at this crucial time, and take
a much-needed rest before choosing a location for beginning private practice.

That Alice, Joe, and | should be going to the farm for an indefinite stay with Father and
Mother seemed, with the prospect of the coming baby, to be nothing less than predestined
fortune. That circumstances should enable the new baby to share the ancestral home, the
birthplace of my mother, my sister, and me, was as much a miracle as birth itself.

Stony Creek seemed an ideal spot in which to begin life, especially embryonic life. Here a
microscopic human egg, lying on its vascular bed, ought to be able, without interference,
to divide and subdivide, to roll itself into layer upon layer, to bend and turn, to take on
function and to become a being like those from whom it filched its chromosomes. | hoped
that in this quiet hamlet Alice could have the assistance and brooding care of nature to
bring to perfection an heir to the Stony Creek modest homestead.

That | should deliver her baby was a presupposed fact. Had | not been studying for the
past twelve years to fit myself to take this precious responsibility? If | never did anything
more, all the years spent in preparation were well employed in the light of what | might be
able to do for Alice.

By spending four years getting my A.B. degree, four years in medical study, and finally,
four years in hospital service, | had trebled the requirements made at that time by the
medical school from which | had my degree.

96

The good doctors under whom | had interned in Detroit would be glad to help me if
needed. That Alice might go to a hospital never occurred to us. In 1892 the Woman's
Hospital in Detroit received only delinquent girls as patients, and home deliveries were
the vogue. There was a marked difference between the obstetric attitude in the nineteenth
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century, when all deliveries were adjudged normal, and in this twentieth century, when any
delivery may suddenly be considered abnormal.

The present popular prenatal care was in embryonic state in 1892, but its principles were
recognized and taught in medical schools: fresh air, especially country air, fresh foods
—comprising milk, eggs, fruit and vegetables—housework, furnishing exercise of great
variety, and frequent opportunities to rest—in fact all of the conditions promoting the
normal functions of the body. The necessity for the examination of the urine was well
understood in those days.

Alice was in excellent general health, with none of the morbid symptoms that so many
women experience. She had had no vomiting, not even nausea, no annoyance or fright
from movements of the child and no signs of dropsical swelling, hemorrhoids, or urinary
disturbances—none of a host of woes that befall many expectant mothers.

She did a great deal of housework, almost too much, a girlhood habit, and found it irksome
to sit and sew. When she relegated the making of the layette to me, | was as happy as a
little girl with a new doll.

| was determined to make the clothes modern, hygienic, comfortable, sensible, scientific,
but above all, attractive, and turned to good account my latent maternal instincts, my
recently-acquired medical knowledge, and my aptitude for the manual arts.

The long, voluminous baby robe was beginning to be outmoded, and | went to the other
extreme, making the dresses just to the legs, covering only the body. The baby's clothing
consisted of a little shirt, a diaper, and this abbreviated dress.

A most important article was the papoose pillow whereby the baby could be tucked safely
into a portable feather bed. The 97 pillow was narrow, but long enough to fold back,
leaving only the baby's arms and head exposed. The folded end was held securely by
strings tied over it, and the pillow slips as well as strings were trimmed with ruffles.
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| took pride in having everything handmade: diapers, embroidered blankets, bibs,

and even a tiny bonnet. The pillow and the ballet baby dresses were the wonder and
admiration of the village, and now, after fifty years, | still believe this outfit ideal for the
newborn.

Even though Joe and | were jobless, the atmosphere of the home was happy. Many times
| had heard Father say when some delinquent boy or girl had been turned from home,
“My girls can do nothing so vile that the doors of my house would be closed to them. Just
as long as | have a home, it is their home.” If Alice or | had had a deed to the farm, and
Father and Mother had been living with us, we could not have felt any more at home.

So the waiting days grew into weeks, the anxious weeks passed into months, until, at long
last, on a rare June morning, Alice said, “I have a pain, not severe. It soon goes, but soon
returns.”

Then the birth watch began.

Joe was much older than Alice—a man fifty years of age, tall and straight as an Indian,
with a walk that few men could imitate. His hair was white and served as a setting for his
large, brown, tender eyes. A small goatee concealed a deep dimple in his chin, and gave a
touch that harmonized with his incomparable and agile, shapely legs.

Yet, that day he looked years older, for he was anticipating impending danger. Little
wonder, for this was his fourth experience in having a baby. My sister was his second wife,
and the first wife's first baby had been born dead. With the birth of his third baby, both wife
and baby had succumbed.

Nevertheless, there was a smile on his face as he endeavored to make the time pass
pleasantly by taking Alice to a seat on the porch and reading to her or talking over a book
that he had read.
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| realized too keenly that we might encounter storms, for this 98 was a first baby, and Alice
was thirty-five years of age. Therefore, | did not try to shorten this period of calm.

During my residency in the Woman's Hospital in Detroit and the New England Hospital
for Women and Children in Boston, | had attended and delivered many women, and
could visualize every page of travailology. | had been with laboring women from the first
annoying discomfort to their final catastrophic release, so sudden that the long strain and
tension gave way to chattering teeth and shaking limbs.

| had been a witness to their cheerful courage when the long-awaited signs appeared.
| had admired their determination to be brave, and willingness to pay the price of
motherhood though it might be great.

| had returned their smiles until pain took the speech from their mouths and brought
profound silence. | had helped them when they sought relief by walking and clinging
to furniture, until, losing control, they threw themselves upon the bed, burning tears
streaming down their cheeks.

The intense suffering had shocked me when women in labor cast aside all
conventionalities, and grasped anything or anyone, with the ferocity of birds of prey,
crying out and begging piteously for help, “Give me something, anything! Give me
poison! | cannot live! | cannot stand another pain! See how weak | am—I am dying—I am
gone,” over and over, repeating these appealing words until, exhausted, they lapsed into
unconsciousness.

Their sleep brought comfort to me, but only for a few minutes, for the unbearable agony
came surging back like a wave, leaping higher and higher until it broke into a foaming
madness of despair.

| had stayed with them as hour after hour passed, and the pain did not lessen. Instead,
each pain took on an increment in strength, each pain, an increment in length, until not
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only the patient was suffering and despairing but everyone within hearing suffered in
sympathy with her.

When doubt and fear joined the watching, waiting group 99 that was asking, “Is everything
all right? Can she stand the strain? How long must this keep up? Can't something be
done to hasten the birth, or relieve the suffering?” | had come with reassurances and
promises that it would not be long, maybe half an hour or maybe a little longer. | had seen
the patient and her friends fix their attention on the clock as time passed.

When the patient, poor soul, as | had feared, had lost confidence in her doctor, in herself,
in life, | girded myself not to yield to her pleas. “Doctor, it is already more than half an hour.
Is it coming? Doctor, it's an hour! Isn't it coming soon? Doctor, it's three hours since your
said it would come soon!”

Conscious of my professional duty, | wanted to allow the birth to take place normally. All
entreaties must find me deaf and dumb.

Alice, having given up her medical study at the end of the junior year, could not share with
me this lively picture of childbirth. She had had no practical obstetrical training, nor had
she been interested in the sex life of the barnyard animals, having as a child been more
with Mother, while | was always with Father.

Although she had no vivid conception of childbirth, she had, like my mother, an ability
to meet emergencies, to endure pain and discomfort, and to pass through any and all
vicissitudes with determination and resignation.

We had engaged a Woman's Hospital to make the ordeal more endurable, but my sense
of responsibility was so overwhelming that | was immune to hunger, fatigue, or sleep—my
whole being centered on Alice and her baby.
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The labor began in the morning, continued all the afternoon, and though pains came
regularly and forcefully, an examination indicated that this, the first stage of labor, was only
initiated, and that it would be another twelve hours at least before birth could take place.

Alice was cheerful, uncomplaining, and | believed, hopeful. It was a great help to me that
her confidence in my ability was complete. She seemed, in fact, to regard me as more
than human.

100

There was so little that anyone could do at this stage that it seemed wise for everyone to
lie down, and get as much rest as possible. | felt that | must see Alice every hour and listen
to the baby's heart. With my ear on the abdomen | could hear the heart beats so strong
and clear that the sound in itself was like a message from that inner world from whence
the baby was to come, but where it lingered, loathe to leave.

As soon as | lay down, | fell asleep, but was glad to waken, for | had dreamed that |

was at the Women's Hospital in Detroit, attending one of the delinquent girls in her

first confinement. Every time | lapsed into sleep | dreamed of and lived over those
harrowing deliveries of illegitimate children. Like a never-ending birth parade they passed
through the hall of memory with a vividness of reality. The comforting thought came to
me that abnormal deliveries were the exception, and that at times delivery did not occupy
more that an hour or two. Since the beginning of Alice's labor | had rehearsed all of the
deliveries | had ever seen or conducted and had increased my confidence.

It was still dark—just before the dawn. | closed my eyes, and particularized preparations
for the delivery, which ought to take place sometime during the coming day. In the big
dishpan | had ready: boiled forceps, a linen cord, a few needles and some silk sutures. |
had chloroform and ergot, sterilized cotton and gauze, a bedpan, towels, a baby bathtub,
and a solution of permanganate of potassium. This solution would be applied to my hands
and arms until they were a dark mahogany color which was removed by scrubbing in a
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solution of oxalic acid. This procedure would take from fifteen to twenty minutes. | was
confident | could conduct a delivery free from infection, for | had had a lesson in the hard
school of experience.

The dawn seemed to be whipping everything into motion and life. Stepping to the long
south porch, | saw on the horizon, in a crack between two buttock-rounded hills, a
gleaming crescent tinted with crimson blood-like stain, rise and grow with momentary
speed into a blushing head that lead the way, till out of darkest night to Mother Earth was
born a day. The birth 101 was heralded by roosters crowing, cows mooing, barn doors
swinging, and the appetizing smell of salt pork frying. It was the twenty-third of June! |
thought at that time, and still think it was the most important June in my life. It was my
niece's birthday.

Hoping that we might have that rare experience of a tedious labor suddenly becoming
precipitous, everything was made ready for an emergency. Alice was looking tired. She
had slept very little during the night, but at least she did not pass in review all of the
abnormal cases in years of maternity service.

| listened more frequently to the baby's heart. It was good. The womb, however, had
not opened enough to allow free passage for the baby. The labor had labor had already
consumed thirty hours, but it was still not possible to prognosticate the birth.

| was patient because | knew that in every birth the initial problem is to stretch a tiny

hole scarcely large enough to admit a lead pencil until it will admit a baby's head. This
stretching is accomplished by the intermittently contracting muscles of the womb pushing
the baby's head against this little opening. In the course of an hour there may be fifteen
to thirty contractions, and in thirty hours, at least five hundred. In this way the baby's
head becomes molded from the shape of a ball to that of a sausage, and the tissue of the
mother become soft and jelly-like. The hours crawled on until late afternoon.
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The clock struck five as | listened to the baby's heart— what had happened? | listened
again—there was no heart beat to be heard! “Quick, chloroform, drop by drop! Nurse!”
Hastily, but with no difficulty the forceps were adjusted, and gentle traction made-how
much | owed Dr. Flinterman! Through the narrow passage, with the aid of instruments, the
baby moved, turned, and descended until the birth was checked only by the resistance of
the skin at the outlet. The scissors quickly removed that barrier, and birth was allowed to
take place, but it was a waxen baby that | saw. No piercing cry! Only a soggy, limp mass of
non-palpitating protoplasm!

| held the baby by the feet, head downward. No sign of life! 102 Depressed spirits brought
weariness, but not willingness to give up. Seated on the floor with my mouth pressed
against the baby's, | sucked out the air, and then blew my own breath into those delicate
lungs. For one-half hour this method of artificial respiration was continued without a sign of
life in that pallid little form.

Joe came in and said, “The baby is dead. Anyone can see that. Please care for Alice.
Don't let anything happen to her.”

“Get out!” was my comforting response. Thirty-five minutes passed and nothing, not even
a twitch of the tongue, gave evidence of life. Forty minutes—did | imagine it, or was there a
slight fluttering over the heart?

| thought | felt a tremor in the tongue. Forty-five minutes—I was not deceived—a gasp—
that was all | needed. Now | could work, unconscious of fatigue. Another gasp, one every
minute, one every half-minute, oftener and oftener. A faint pink tint stole over the baby's
body. The heart was visibly beating! The baby was breathing regularly! It was a girls—my
little girl—for had | not breathed the breath of life into her when her own father said she
was dead? And |—I wondered if God felt as | did when He created life!
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Although the baby was breathing, she was cold in spite of the warm bath in which she was
lying. Joe lighted the fire in the Franklin stove that had been set up in the adjoining sitting
room.

“Get flannel clothes for us, Grandmother! Think of it—you are a grandmother!” | called to
Mother.

With hot flannels, changed constantly, the little body gradually became warm. From seven
in the evening until three the next morning | poured heat into her tiny body, as | had for
one hour breathed air into her lungs. | wrapped her in her papoose pillow, and charted a
new life.

A QUICK DIAGNOSIS

WHEN THE “snhap diagnosis” spirit was in vogue, early in my practice, | was called to see
a patient who had pain in her abdomen. | made a thorough and careful examination, but
could not determine whether it was an attack of indigestion, an incipient appendicitis, or
typhoid. | gave the patient a simple remedy that would not be contraindicated in any of the
three possible diseases, and encouraged her with, “Don't be alarmed. You will be all right,
and | will drop in tomorrow morning.”

| reached for my hat, talking all the time so that the patient might not have an opportunity
to ask me any questions—yet it was useless. She did not listen to may prattle, but fixing
me with her eyes, demanded sharply, “What is the matter with me?”

If I told her | had the slightest suspicion of appendicitis, | knew she would send for another
physician. If | said typhoid, and the next day she was well, she would think that | knew
very little. And if | suggested it was nothing but indigestion, and it should prove to be
appendicitis or typhoid, that would spell my doom. | resolved not to commit myself, so |
replied cheerfully, “Why, you have rheumatism of the navel.”
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“Is that so?” She spoke very slowly and without smiling.

| lost no time in leaving. The patient was well the next day. No reference was made to the
diagnosis.

105
11 SUBJECTS NOT TAUGHT IN MEDICAL SCHOOL

THE YEAR that my niece, Sarah, was born | selected a location and began the practice of
medicine. This method of calendarizing happenings by “When Mabel had the mumps,” or
“Just after the twins were born,” has a firm grip on me, though | have only the events in the
life of this one niece for data from which to chart the polymorphic curve of my life.

In my career as in every one else's two questions were primary and essential—What?
Where? The problem What? with all its uncertainties and ramifications was a thing of the
past, and now | was face to face with Where?

My conception of a medical career at the age of eighteen had fructified. At long last | was a
woman physician, hungry for professional contact with the world, but through my scientific
knowledge, safe from its hazards.

The year on the farm, from the fall of 1891 to October, 1892, awaiting and attending
Sarah's birth, served as a runway from which | could make a prudent take-off for my non-
stop professional flight. Nonetheless, | spent many days, trying to make an unregrettable
decision in solving the question Where?

Like all young people | was the professor of countless theories, many of which, nipped by
the frosts of experience, were doomed to inanition. My favorite hypothesis was, “Every
hour brings 106 light.” This slogan was introduced to me in the senior year of my medical
course when | sat at meals between two of my literary classmates, then studying for their
Ph.D. degrees.
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| remarked, one day, “I wish | could decide ...” whereupon Dr. Buckley spoke up, “Never
waste time in decisions. Hough and | tried for a year not to make any decisions unless it
was acutely necessary. Our slogan was, ‘Every hour brings light.” During the year | made
one decision and afterwards regretted it, but Hough never made one; when the decisive
moment came, there was only one thing to do and he did it.”

The whole United States might have had its arms outstretched to receive me, but my eyes
were centered on four cities: St. Louis, Missouri, where Dr. Mary McLean had an affluent
practice that she wished to share with me: Boston, Massachusetts, where | could have a
position on the staff of the New England Hospital for Women and Children, and where |
had already initiated a private practice through the privilege given the resident of a weekly
pay clinic; Detroit, Michigan, where Father would pay any my expenses until | was self-
supporting, and where | had many acquaintances on the staff of the Woman's Hospital and
in the city; and Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where my cousin, a surgeon, would refer to me all
of his obstetric, pediatric, and medical cases.

Each one of these cities offered so many and such unusual advantages that, like the
suitors before Portia's caskets, | hesitated lest | miss the prize.

Before casting the die, | thought it best to see Milwaukee. At this psychological moment
Aunt Julia, the one who bribed me to wean myself, decided to go to Chicago for millinery
stock. She invited me to accompany her as far as Milwaukee, where | could select an
office if | so desired.

Cousin Ernest met us at the boat with a team of beautiful horses and took us to the
Plankinton Hotel, where he lived. After luncheon we went to his office, elegantly furnished
and hung with many oil paintings purchased in Europe. We finished the day with sight-
seeing.
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There had been no mention of my practice until Aunt Julia suggested, “It has been such a
full day; hadn't you better wait until tomorrow to look at offices?”

| blurted out, “I am going with you to Chicago tonight.”
She laughed, “It's a good idea for you to go to Chicago—you've never been there.”

In Chicago at five o'clock the next morning, we walked up Water Street, busy at that early
hour with its wholesale food markets, | stopped, took a look around, and announced to
Aunt Julia, “I like the way it smells here. | shall practice here.”

She scorned the idea. “Why, this is just a wholesale street; you know nothing yet about
Chicago; you had better choose Milwaukee, where Cousin Ernest could do so much for
you. Think of it! You don't have even one acquaintance in Chicago.”

Walking to Congress Street, we took the elevated as far as Forty-third Street, and climbed
to a third-floor apartment. There Aunt Julia left me while she went back downtown to buy
goods.

On her return | informed her, “I have rented the landlady's hall bedroom, with the privilege
of using the sitting room as waiting room if | ever have two patients at one time.”

My office-bedroom furnishings consisted of a washbowl and slop bucket kept in the closet;
a box couch—my Procrustean bed—six inches too short; a Morris chair that could be
converted into an examining table by using two large pillows on the seat (Mother's geese
furnished the pillows); a bookcase, with a curtain that covered my books on one side, and
my instruments and medicines on the other; and a couple of chairs.

| was to pay thirty dollars a month for my room and board, and as | had saved three
hundred dollars to begin my practice, | would have ten months to get on my feet.
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| returned to the farm, packed up my meager possessions, and made a couple of
dresses. When questioned, “Why didn't you go to Milwaukee?” | mystified my listeners
by explaining, “I did not see light until we reached Chicago. It was all the colors of the
rainbow.”

Although | located in Chicago without rhyme or reason, | 108 never reconsidered or
changed my mind, and never at any time have | regretted it. As an ovum, when a single
spermatozoon penetrates it, is closed to the entrance of all others, so my mind when
Chicago entered it, was no longer open to St. Louis, Boston, Detroit, Milwaukee or any
other town. Chicago impregnated me with its future possibilities. Chicago was not my
decision. Chicago was my unescapable affinity. If | had ever felt for any man what |

had experienced for Chicago—I would not only have proposed and bought both the
engagement and wedding rings, but even procured the marriage license.

In lllinois, in 1892, before the day of State Board Examinations, it was necessary to get
three recognized physicians to sign an application for a state license to practice. | knew no
Chicago physician, but had read of a Dr. Hickey Carr who had received an appointment
as intern to Cook County Hospital. | called on her and found a handsome Scotch-Irish
woman with a positive personality, who was inclined to be sympathetic and helpful to a
young woman physician. She signed my application blank for licensure, and suggested
that for the other two signatures | call on Dr. Marie Mergler, Professor of Gynecology in
the Northwestern University Woman's Medical School, and Dr. Sarah Hackett Stevenson,
Professor of Obstetrics in the same school.

Dr. Mergler received me with great dignity, but when | explained my errand, she inquired,
“Do you intend practicing in Chicago?”

She would have thought so had she seen the over-sized sign that was being made to fill
window of my room on the third floor, and another, to swing from the corner of the drug
store on Calumet Avenue and Forty-third Street.
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She continued, “When young physicians come to me, | try to discourage their practicing
in Chicago, for after failing in the big city, they try the small towns, and with little of either
funds or courage, fail there too.”

| thought of my poor little three-hundred-dollar bank account and my humble hall bedroom,
but | was determined not to be balked, and | insisted, “I have made up my mind to use all
my 109 money first, then borrow as much as possible, and finally, starve as long as | can
before | allow myself to become discouraged.”

She looked at me in unconcealed astonishment. “Oh, well, of course, if you have enough
money to get on for five years, at the end of that time you will be all right.”

| never forgot this interview, for it remained with me like the words of a Delphian oracle,
to check or cheer as occasion demanded. When | thought of taking a streetcar to go
downtown or return to my office after a call (I always took a streetcar to make the call), |
walked and saved my nickels. Many days | had to keep off my feet to let the blisters heal.

After getting Dr. Mergler's signature, | went with some trepidation for Dr. Stevenson's,
explaining my errand to her in a most humble, even apologetic way, for she fairly da—Iled
me with her beauty and aristocratic personality.

However, to my surprise, she immediately took up her pen, and began writing. “So you are
going to practice in Chicago? Fine! There is plenty of room for everybody in this big city.”
And with a bewitching smile and all the courtesy of the great lady that she was, she saw
me to the door.

With a license to practice in my possession, | put my foot firmly on the gas. The go-sign
was up, and | passed from civilian into professional life. My shingle, painted on both sides
and attached like a trail to the string of other doctors' signs at the corner drugstore, swung
to and fro. The Chicago wind, simulating the tambourine-beating Salvation Army lassie,
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rattled and shook it in an apparent effort to direct the attention of the passing public to the
new lady doctor who was prepared to treat any ailment from dandruff to bunions.

My ambition was to be as good as doctor as the best man, but | had not the slightest
intention of competing with the masculine portion of the profession. | do not know where
| got the idea, but | was obsessed with the notion that the world was full of unmarried
women who were suffering—perhaps dying—because they could not force themselves
to submit to an examination from a male physician. | looked forward to carrying for these
modest 110 maids, and was sure | would find no time for other patients.

In less than a week of waiting for patients, and before | had had time for worry, | received a
telephone call to come at once to the second apartment of the building at Thirty-sixth and
Cottage Grove Avenue. | had no telephone, but considered myself lucky that the druggist
would deliver messages at any time, day or night. As there was no inkling of the kind of
case it might be, | prepared for any emergency and took a streetcar.

| was surprised when | found myself at the home of Dr. Hickey Carr, who ushered me in
and began catechizing, “Did you get a call to come at once?”

“Yes,” | assented.

“And were you greatly excited? Have you been going over in your mind how you would
treat this emergency, that acute disease? Did it give you a great thrill?”

“Yes, it did,” | confessed.

“Well, although it is true that there is no one ill, I could not resist the temptation to give you
that big thrill. However, | am not so heartless as to get you here and have nothing to offer
you. | have an appointment for you to serve three days as emergency physician at the
dedication of the Columbian World's Fair. You will be paid ten dollars a day, and have a
opportunity to look around the Fair. The appointment came to me, but on account of my
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approaching confinement, | thought | had better get a substitute. | hated to discriminate
among my many doctor friends, and so selected you. When | mentioned your name to Dr.
Allport, he said he had known you as a student in Ann Arbor and was really pleased to
accept you.”

When | announced my World's Fair appointment at the boardinghouse dinner that night, |
was looked upon as a real personage. No one could understand how | could get such an
appointment so soon after coming to Chicago, with no friends here. Since my expenses
were only thirty dollars a month, this appointment shortened that five-year plan to which
Dr. Mergler had consigned me, to four years and eleven months.

My first genuine sick call was from a German woman who had 111 lost two children from
so-called “cholera infantum,” and now her year-old baby was ill of the same disease. |
examined the child and found an acute intestinal infection. At a neighboring drug store

| bought a catheter and funnel, with which I irrigated the baby's bowel, and taught the
mother to do it. | expressly stated, “Give the baby no food except boiled water, with
perhaps a drop of kimmel in it. | will return this evening.”

At lunch a fellow boarder, a young Eastern doctor with fine offices, congratulated me. “I
hear you had a new patient.”

“Yes,” and | went on to tell him what | had found and what | had done for the baby.

“Oh dear, oh dear,” he exclaimed. “How | wish | could have seen you to tell you that you
cannot carry out on such patients all this hospital treatment you have learned. “Why, she
undoubtedly has already thrown out the catheter, and called in a doctor who will give the
baby some medicine. You must always give medicine to that type of patient, even if no
more than sugar or bread pills. And never tell them not to feed a baby. Too bad!”

| went to my little hall-bedroom office, sat down and had a good cry, then and there
resolving to give up the practice of medicine and go back to teaching anatomy. If one
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practiced medicine just to bamboozle the public, | would have none of it. The teaching of
anatomy was honest and honorable, and | felt | had been foolish to start into a high-class
swindling game.

| had promised to call on the patient that evening, and although | expected to see
someone peep through a crack in the curtain without answering the knock at all, |
resolutely applied my knuckles to the door. If flew open as if by magic. The sick baby's
mother (she weighed about two-hundred pounds) opened her arms, and literally folded me
into them, covering my face and neck with kisses. “Er ist besser! Er ist besser!” she fairly
shouted.

Feeling that | had a chance to improve my management of the case, | reassured her, “Now
if you feel he should have something to eat—"

112

“No! No!” she cried. “I no care if he never eat, if he get well.”

She picked up the catheter and funnel with tender, loving hands, and reported, “I wash him
S0 nice, just like you show me.”

In her joy, when the baby was well, she took him in her arms, and went from one to
another of her neighbors, saying, “If your baby get sick, don't send for them mens doctors.
You get the lady doctor. She give you no medicine. She just tell you what to do, and she
wash ‘em out so nice.”

From that day the solution of the problem of a clientele (so difficult for many young
physicians) was assured, with little effort on my part. In a short space of time, like spring, it
almost burst upon me.
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Yet, my big worry was what to charge patients: if too little, | feared that | would run the risk
of not properly evaluating my services and of losing the respect of the patient; if too much,
I might discourage her. | am always having financial chills regarding doctors' fees.

Early in my first year of practice a woman in the neighborhood came for special
treatments. Her first question was, “What do you charge?”

| groaned in spirit. In my dilemma | sought for neutral ground and spoke as nonchalantly
as my intense interest would allow, “Oh, the usual fee.”

Smiling knowingly, she acquiesced, “That's good. | can pay two dollars all right.”

After coming several times and paying each time, she acknowledge, “I very nearly
canceled my appointment today because | didn't have the money.”

| assured her, “When you owe me, | feel | have money in the bank—and anyway, the
important thing is for you to get well.”

After many treatments | pronounced, “You're all right.”

“That's fortunate,” she said, “for | am obliged to leave the city. Am I right in thinking | owe
you sixty dollars?”

| nodded, “Correct!” although actually | had never kept track of the amount.

She paid me sixty dollars, and we parted after an affectionate 113 farewell. The next
morning at breakfast my landlady inquired, “How much does she owe you?”

When | shook my head and casually remarked, “Nothing! She paid me in full yesterday,”
great was her surprise and admiration for my business ability.
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“She left in the middle of the night, owing three months' rent, her gas bill many others,” she
answered. “In fact, she owes all the business people in the building, except you.”

| had to smile—the poor soul had never before and anyone with such childlike trust in her,
and this confidence was just too precious to lose.

In my anxiety to succeed | put aside everything that might interfere with my career. | had
seen how fond people were of money, what people would do to obtain money, and how
even a great career might be crushed under the strain of money. Accordingly, | vowed
that money should never keep me from reaching my goal. | never kept a book or sent a
bill during the first ten years of my practice, theorizing that patients belong to one of three
classes: those whom no one could prevent paying their bills; those who never pay any
bills, even under pressure; and those, to which group the vast majority of patients belong,
who pay their bills if pleased with the service, and if it is humanly possible.

The wherewithal, too often a nightmare to the medical novice struggling for a foothold,
never caused me a moment's anxiety. | did not, like Amy McPherson, string up a clothes
line on which grateful patients might pin money as a voluntary contribution for my skKill,
but every day | picked up enough cash laid on my desk so that | never had to draw on the
three hundred dollars | had saved to start my career. Often | was able to add to it.

In all the years of my practice, it mattered not what hour of the night, or how bad the
reputation of the locality, fear was never my companion except on one occasion.

| had crossed and recrossed viaducts considered dangerous after dark; | had passed
saloons which drunken men had 114 been hurtled by big burly bartenders, and once a
man landed directly across my path so that | had to step over his broken, perhaps dead
body; I had waited on a lonely corner for a streetcar at two in the morning, and had seen
a man with a bag held up by a thug, who was is hiding behind a pole; | had heard the man
with the bag curse the fellow, and order him to get back behind the pole; | had seen the
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man walk on, leaving me with the robber, who came across the street to my side, where it
seemed as if he remained for an hour before shifting to a position behind me, as finally on
padded feet, he ran in pursuit of another victim.

| argued that if | always appeared unconcerned, my enemy would conclude that | was in
some way protected, or that | had nothing to lose. In site of this theory | suffered a terrible
fright soon after | had began practice.

About five years before | came to Chicago, Dr. Cronin, a prominent physician, had
been lured out on a night call. His dead body was not found for many weeks after his
disappearance. The case was widely publicized, especially as the conspirators in his
murder were well-known men. The excitement over this famous murder was probably
responsible for my behavior when | was wakened by a ring at the door of my basement
office suite, where | was sleeping. It was four o'clock one Sunday morning in July.

| looked out of the reception room window, and saw in front of the house a ramshackle
buggy which had been a roost for the hens, an emaciated horse, and a boy of about
sixteen.

“What do you want?” | called through the open window.

“Tell the doctor to come. The baby's having convulsions.”

“Where is the baby?”

“On Forty-ninth and State Street. I've come to take the doctor there.”
“All right,” | said. “I'll be ready in a minute.”

A young medical woman was spending the night with me, and her eyes grew big with
horror when | announced, “This is another Cronin case—I feel sure of it.”
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She implored me not to go.

“Oh, yes,” | argued. “If they are after me, | better meet them when | am suspicious, and
more able to outwit them. | shall go. However, if | am not back by six o'clock, notify the
police.”

| stepped with determination towards the buggy. The boy regarded me with alarm and
confusion, but made no sign of moving.

“I thought you were in a hurry?” | gave him an accusing look as | climbed in and seated
myself in the shabby turnout.

He seated himself beside me and turned the horse in the opposite direction from where he
had told me the baby lived.

“Where are you going?” | shouted. He pulled the horse around, and we went rattling down
Grand Boulevard.

When we reached State Street at Forty-ninth, he stopped at the intersection, and ordered:
“Get out here, walk two houses down, go between them to the back of the lot, where
there's a house. Climb up two stairs to the top floor. It's there!”

| walked through the narrow passage to the house in the rear, and climbed the creaking
stairs to find a door opening into a kind of service room. | walked through, and without
knocking, opened first a door into a living room, and then a door into a kitchen.

Here | saw a man holding a baby that was in violent convulsions, and two women kneeling
before a picture of the Virgin Mary. My fear was transformed into action. | took the baby's
temperature. It was 107 degrees. | ordered a washtub and two pails, and in the meantime,
| stripped the clothing from the body of the burning baby, and placed it in the tub with its
head supported by its father's arms. Both of the faucets ran cold water so that while one
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pail was filling, | poured the cold water from the other pail over the panting baby until the
tub was full. Again | took the baby's temperature to find it had dropped to 101 degrees.
The baby opened its eyes and whispered, “Papa!”

| took the baby out of the tub and wrapped a blanket around it. Then | began to ask
guestions: “When did this begin?”

“The baby took sick yesterday,” the father related, “and Dr. 116 Van Doozer, our family
doctor, was called. He stayed till two o'clock this morning, but after he had gone, the baby
got worse, and we sent for him to come back. He will be here any minute.”

Without presenting a bill, or making any explanations for my conduct, | left the house,
frankly hoping to foster the thought that | had visited the baby as mediator of the Holy
Mother. On my way home | stopped to call on Dr. Van Doozer, who lived only a short way
from my office. | told him what | had done for his patient, omitting my foolish fears and the
behavior of the boy.

| was amazed when Dr. Van Doozer recounted how he had tried all night to get the
parents to consent to his giving the baby a cold bath, and | was amused when | thought
how helpless those same people had been to prevent me from doing so, or to stem the
tide of my recovery from fear. It must have been a recovery, for never since have | lost
confidence in the public, or suspected anyone of attempting to injure me.

During the first year of my practice | marched under the banner “Veni, Vidi, Vici,” without
consciousness that | was soon to come face to face, both in my private practice and in my
family life, with the thing that would test my professional strength more than digging up
patients, finding money, or making “snap” diagnoses—the thing to which more than fifty
years in the practice of medicine has not yet made me immune.

This test that awaited me and for which | was not prepared came to me early in my second
year of practice. It was the death of a patient—a surgical case on whom | had operated
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with the assistance and under the direction of a very able male surgeon. On opening her
abdomen | found nothing that looked pathological, but upon the advice of my consultant |
removed both ovaries that he pronounced cystic. The hospital where | operated was poorly
equipped, and without doubt the patient was infected during the operation. At any rate, on
the second post-operative day signs of peritonitis appeared, and for six harrowing days |
remained in almost constant attendance until she died.

During those six anxious days | kept relay after relay of 117 nurses busy administering
treatment that | now consider useless: pills of calomel (2 grains with %2 grain of opium)
several times a day, hypodermic injections of camphorated oil, turpentine stupes on the
abdomen, continuous vaginal douches, and inhalations of ammonia. Keeping up my own
morale as well as that of the patient and her relatives taxed me more than direction of the
medical care. | became positively ingenious in interpreting symptoms to inspire hope.

Although | had experienced the thrill of birth many times, the shock of death was strange
to me. When the end finally came, | realized that I, her physician, and no one else, must

write in statistical form the diagnosis and cause of death—a record to stand for all time, a
silent witness to the limitations of my profession. It was as though a judge, without a trial,
had pronounced sentence upon himself.

The death certificate, however, did not make an end to all further thought of the patient.
Night and day, day and night, at meal time, on going to bed, on rising, while at work, even
while talking on other subjects, | went over and over the case. What was really the cause
of death? There had been no postmortem examination though | had urged and urged

it. Had | been operating on a case that should have been treated medically? Do cystic
ovaries need removal? Perhaps | should have called in another physician. Should | have
devoted more time to studying and preparing the patient for operation?

Months passed during which there were times when | cried out, begging my ghostly
companion to leave me if for only a few moments, imploring for a little respite, but she
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never left my side. The patient's body had been given to the worms, but her death had
been bequeathed without will or testament to me, to be studied, to be regretted, to be
rehearsed over and over. Her relatives and friends had grieved and then gone on with
their lives. How surprised they would have been if they had known that I, who had seemed
so scientifically calm and unemotional, was wearing myself out with the problem of what
might have been done to save that human life.
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Death was an Achilles thrust that brought to me a keen and poignant sense of failure and
overwhelmed me with helplessness. As a child | understood that the old must die and
became reconciled to their death. The old die gradually. The eyes, the feet, the hands all
slowly lose their functions. Keenness, clearness, exactness become blinking, straining,
fumbling, with less and less seeing, less and less hearing, less and less walking, less and
less working, as a ship going out to sea gets smaller and smaller, dimmer and dimmer,
until it disappears. But a child's death has nothing natural about it. It is a breach of nature.

When | began practicing, | thought | ought to attend every patient who wanted me.

One day | was called for a baby, apparently not very ill. | prescribed, and promised a
speedy recovery, but within two hours | was called again to find the child unconscious.
Again | prescribed, but when | had returned to my office, haunted by the fear that other
complications had arisen, | hurried back. The baby had a normal temperature, and to all
appearances, was well.

Alice asked me, “Why do you take care of babies?”
“Because | am afraid no one will ever have confidence in me if | refuse to see any patient.”

She insisted, “You can never do your best work in such an anxious frame of mind.”

Leaning on her approval, | gave up caring for sick babies and turned them over to other
doctors.
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If the child, however, was a surgical case, | enjoyed operating, and have been fortunate in
having lost but two children in many operations.

The mother of one of these children was a Jewess, married many years when she came to
me for relief from sterility. After months of treatment we were rewarded, and one day | laid
in her arms a beautiful baby girl.

When the child was about five years old, | was called, and only a moment was necessary
to diagnose a ruptured appendix. | took the child in my arms, and with the mother, drove to
the Woman's Hospital, where | consulted Dr. J. B. Murphy.
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He put his hand on the child's abdomen, and said, “Operate at once.” | did so, and found a
ruptured appendix whose culture showed a streptococcic infection.

In twenty-four hours the child was dead.

| was frenzied with grief. | could not eat or sleep. In my misery | called Dr. Murphy on the
telephone, and said, “Dr. Murphy, that child you saw with me died twenty-four hours after
the operation. It was a streptococcic ruptured appendix. Do you think if | had—"

With great understanding and still greater sympathy the famous surgeon interrupted me
with these words, “My dear girl, | know just how you feel, but you must forget it. That child
was doomed before you or | ever saw her. Operated on another patient as soon as you get
an opportunity. Don't let this ruin a good surgeon.”

Such understanding and kindly advice from a great man brought me back to courageous
and healthy state of mind, and my gratitude has grown with the years.

Two months after | encountered death in my medical practice, it touched my immediate
family. | was thirty years of age and up to that time a doctor had never been called for the
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sickness of any one of us. | was, therefore, much disturbed when | received a telegram
from the farm asking me to come at once on account of the illness of my father. | was
especially worried because all the trains out of Chicago were tied up in the big railroad
strike of 1894.

| went to the railway station. | must go, train or no train! But how? No one would say when
a train might start for Detroit. | boarded a car. | took a seat. | sat in the motionless car all
night.

During those long hours of waiting | recalled how Father, while attending the World's
Columbian Exposition the previous year, had wanted to give me money, and | had
nonchalantly refused it. Alice had told him about my blistering my feet to save carfare. Now
| wished more than | could tell that | had accepted help, just to please him. It would have
been impossible 120 for Father to understand that | was so much in love with the practice
of medicine that even blistering my feet gave me a sense of devotion to a great profession,
rather than a feeling of abuse.

Father loved the railroad and | remembered, as | sat in the poorly lighted car, how hard
he had worked to have a spur of the Michigan Central from Detroit to Bay City surveyed
through Rochester. From one end of the township to the other Father and | had driven,
visiting farmers and trying to induce them to contribute money or right of way. | grew
warm reliving the excitement of that day in 1876 when the first engine came puffing into
Rochester. Father and | had joined the rabble, shrieking a welcome and admiring the big
iron horse that would now take our crops to Detroit instead of Father, who always spent
two days and nights hauling them with horses and wagons over poor corduroy roads.

The sharp whistle of an engine recalled those days. when Father used to drive me back
and forth to school. From the top of the hill leading into Rochester the railroad track could
be seen for a long distance. If a train was approaching, he would stop the horses and
watch the lumbering, lurching freight cars as they moved slowly under a streamer of thick
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black smoke until the little red caboose was out of sight. Then, chirruping to the horse and
slapping her back with the reins, he would remark, “God didn't make that. Man made it.
Isn't it beautiful?”

A sudden jolt of the car brought me back from those days that seemed so long ago, to my
present anxiety. It was morning and the train was moving. | was on my way.

When | arrived at the farm, | found that Father had a severe headache several days
before, and that since then, his gait had been peculiar. After a few steps he began to walk
more and more rapidly until, to reach his reach his destination, he would break into a run.
In order to have specialists and hospital care | took him on the train to Harper Hospital in
Detroit. He was admitted a a patient of Dr. J. H. Carstens (my old friend of the Woman's
Hospital). Dr. Carstens did not shy from examining him and 121 then calling in several
neurologists, “who,” he said, “will know no more than | do and, | fear, can do nothing for
him.”

As he had predicted, no one could help my father, and after lying in a semi-comatose
condition for two weeks, he died.

A post-mortem examination, upon which | insisted, although it was not a routine
procedure, revealed no cause for death. | accompanied the body back to the farm. It was
July and intensely hot. The undertaker who took charge of Father's body asked me to
apply cloths moistened in a disinfectant solution every two hours. In spite of this care it
became necessary before the day set for the funeral to close the casket, but not before |
had seen my father's body slowly disintegrate into a loathsome mass of corruption.

The loss of my father left me with a sense of loneliness. Hunger for his approval nagged
me year after year. As a doctor | had kept a professional vigil at his bedside for those two
anxious weeks before he died, had shouldered the abhorrent task of caring for the corpse,
but | had had no twinges of conscience, no self-depreciation.
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On the other hand, the loss of a patient starts me to question and forbids reconciliation.

It develops in me an inferiority complex mingled with guilt. Standing by the post-mortem
table and facing the pathological cause of death, | am overpowered by my own inefficiency
and the helplessness of my profession.

| once heard Dr. Charles Mayo say that the path of progress was lined with tombstones,
and | am sure that every death is for some doctors the impetus for a prolonged and
thorough study of the case. At the present time, in many of our cities, physicians meet and
study the causes of all of the important and puzzling deaths that have occurred during the
week.

It has taken many years and much suffering for me to learn that to die is as natural as to
be born; that without death birth would become a greater tragedy than death could ever
be.

DR. WILL MAYO

WHEN | first visited the Mayo Clinic, | was fascinated with the simple technique of Dr.
William Mayo. He was so sure of himself that you felt sure of him. During the operation you
were with him, not at a distance, but close by. You grew under his tuition as plants grow

in the sun, but though you became inspired to become something bigger and better, you
never found in a Mayo clinic any food for your ego. When you arrived, you may have been
conscious of some degree of superiority, but when you departed, that bubble had burst,
and with bowed head you dedicated yourself to hard work, persistent study, renewed
honesty to self, and loyalty to scientific endeavor.

| was present when a young physician visiting the Clinic remarked in a stage whisper as
Dr. Will was putting the last sutures in the incision, “Did you notice that Dr. Mayo left a
sponge in the abdomen?”
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Dr. Mayo glanced at the speaker, and carelessly replied, “You couldn't have been paying
close attention. | always leave in two sponges, to keep the bowels warm.”

The visiting doctors bantered the smart guy so unmercifully that he left town that night, and
Dr. Mayo's remark was, “I envied him. He had just finished his internship, and will never
again know as much as he does today.”

123
12 A WOMAN SURGEON'S ARMAGEDDON

NO PROFESSION demands more attention to detail, or consumes more time than
medicine. Every day | made new acquaintances, patients, with whom | became intensely
intimate. Every day | solved so many knotty problems that were vexing people that my
pleasure in them was an anesthetic for my own difficulties and discomforts.

Unused to city transportation, | enjoyed riding in horse-drawn or cable streetcars, and
when | climbed the long flight of stairs to ride on the elevated, | experienced the thrill that
an airplane gives youngsters today. Since | was a total stranger to Chicago, | enjoyed
learning the names of the streets, public buildings and parks. Even the alleys held interest
for me because many of my patients lived in homes that were located on them.

In my second year of practice | often had so many calls that | rented a horse from the
neighboring livery stable. One day, when my practice had reached the point where | had
rented the horse every day for a week, the manager of the stable came to me. “I think you
need a horse and ought to buy one.”

“I haven't enough money and will not go in debt.”
“How much could you pay?”

“Only seventy-five dollars.”
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“You may have the horse for that, and | will throw in the harness, buggy—yes, the whip
and the lap robe.”

How proud | was to be a real horse-and-buggy doctor at last! When | told one of my loyal
German patients of my luck, she insisted that | needed her dog to watch the horse and
buggy while I made calls, and she gave him to me.

He was a mongrel, part fox and part bull terrier, a devoted and intelligent animal. Fritz
slept on the foot of my bed, and whenever | started out with the horse and buggy, took his
place just at the back of Kit's heels, and kept up with her no matter how far or how fast she
traveled.

When | would get out of the buggy, Fritz would jump in, taking his seat with the importance
of a king opening parliament. But if any children came around, out jumped Frittie, and woe
to the child who did not beat a retreat! He barked so loudly and savagely that his whole
body shook, nor did he hesitate to grasp the leg of a person caught meddling with the
horse or buggy.

Occasionally, after long trips, | missed him, but when | returned to the house, he was there
to welcome me, or soon appeared. | looked at his wagging tail and wriggling body, and
wondered how he had been able to find his way back in a city, over strange roads.

He was devoted to calling on the sick. One day Ray, the colored man who cared for the
horses, him in his arms until | had left the house. When the dog heard the retreating

hoofs of the horse, he sprang from Ray's arms, and dashed through the office to the front
doorway. It was closed with a locked screen, but bolts and bars offered no impediment, for
he burst through the center of the wire screen, and in a few seconds was ambling behind
Kit's hind feet.
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Kit often became tired of too long a wait and would set out for home, dragging the hitching
weight along with her. Fritz, however, would never desert her or the buggy, and when a
policeman would try to take Kit and Fritz, like lost children, to the nearest police station,

it was no easy job, for Fritz became so 125 savage that it took a number of policemen to
get them to the station. When | found both horse and dog gone, | called up the police and
invariably found them waiting for me, and the police glad to get rid of Frittie.

Up to the time that | came to Chicago | had always held jobs that engaged every minute of
my time. Consequently, | could not reconcile myself to a Micawber period of waiting, and
fearing to parallel Dr. McLean's first year in St. Louis, with its pitiful scarcity of patients—
none, in fact—it occurred to me look for an opportunity to teach anatomy.

| waited only for my license before | applied to the Northwestern University Woman's
Medical School for an instructorship in anatomy, and got it. There was no salary attached
to this apparently unpopular position, but | was so eager for work that | might have been
willing to pay for it if | had had money. After finding a transportation that would cost only
ten cents a day, | devoted every afternoon during my first year of practice to dissecting and
prosecting.

Although demonstrating anatomy every afternoon often tore my practice schedule to
pieces, it gave me an opportunity to associate with women doctors. Many of them were
full professors, held hospital positions, and conducted clinics. | especially prized teaching
women medical students, and when, at the end of the year, a group of students asked
permission to take a summer course under me privately and recompense me for it, | felt
well repaid for the year's work.

When they requested credit for the proposed course, the reply of the professor of anatomy
amazed them. He told them, “If you choose to have my nephew, who is an excellent
demonstrator of anatomy and a very good teacher, | will see that you have credit, but any
money paid for a summer course must go to him.”
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The incensed girls did not take the summer course, but in the fall | received notice that my
services were no longer needed. In my pique, | wept.

Dogged, and determined to keep my connection with the Woman's Medical School, |
applied to Dr. Sarah Hackett 126 Stevenson, Professor of Obstetrics, for a chance to teach
in her department. She met me with gracious enthusiasm.

“Yes,” she said, “I am very anxious to put in a course of embryology. | should like to have
you teach it.”

| told her frankly, “When | graduated, the University of Michigan did not give us a course in
embryology, and | am not familiar with the subject, but | will begin studying at once and be
ready to teach next year.”

She smiled sweetly, but her answer was firm. “You will give it now or never.”

| had a vivid recollection of my worry and self-depreciation when, unprepared, | had
taught calisthenics in St. Louis, | shall never forget my feverish haste to acquire enough
knowledge to keep a two-weeks' jump ahead of the classes. | sweated at the thought of
those long hot days in midsummer when | dissected every day, from four in the morning
until noon, to prepare myself to demonstrate anatomy in the fall. Yet what | had done twice
| ought to be able to do a third time. | did not hesitate. My reply was a firm as hers had
been. “Now.”

So it came to pass that for the third time | tackled a job for which | was wholly unprepared.
To add to the tragi-comic situation, the college possessed no incubator, demonstrating
material, or appropriation with which to purchase any apparatus.

Lady Luck must have loved me when she led me to the late Dr. Frank Wynekoop,
Professor of Embryology in the College of Physicians and Surgeons (University of Illinois
College of Medicine), who offered not only to teach me, but to incubate the eggs for class
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demonstration. For more than a year he generously gave me every Sunday and so many
evenings that the students never discovered what a cuckoo | was, laying my eggs in
another's nest.

One of my students, Alice Lindsay, a charming titian-haired beauty, took upon herself the
burdensome duty of carrying the eggs back and forth from the college. The eggs trips
hatched into a romance and Dr. Wynekoop married Alice five years after her graduation.
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My acquaintance with Drs. Frank and Alice Lindsay Wynekoop was the beginning of a
lifelong friendship—a prelude to a love that grew even after the tragedy which engulfed
Alice—the murder of Rheta Wynekoop, of which she was to be accused years later.

| had never conducted or even attended a dispensary clinic during my medical-school
days or in the four years of residencies, except a weekly private clinic in the New England
Hospital.

Nevertheless, my connection with the Woman's Medical School was making me aware
that a dispensary clinic was a wonderful method for continuous post-graduate study.

One day on the way to the college where | was teaching, | met by chance one of my

Ann Arbor classmates who suggested my going to Dr. Byron Robinson for some clinical
work. | acted at once and obtained a gynecological and obstetrical dispensary clinic at the
Columbia Dispensary, located in the heart of the ghetto.

With an opportunity to teach and build up a new department in Northwestern University
Woman's Medical School and the chance to work independently in a clinic with Dr.
Robinson, | was rich beyond my fondest, even wildest expectations.

As my clinical hours were from eight to ten in the morning, | was always on duty an hour
before any other member of the staff showed up. | had been holding the clinic about a
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month when, one morning, | arrived and found that a short, dapper young physician was
already there. He walked into my room without rapping, locked the door and put the key
into his pocket. Sprawling across the table like a frog for dissection, he called out, “I have a
fever! Feel my head!”

| was scrubbing my hands and lifted them in mute recognition of his presence.
“Feel my pulse! Feel my pulse!” he panted.

| was standing in front of the mirror and my imagination reflected in it the old bay mare
moving slowly from side to side in the pasture lot to avoid the advances of the jumping
stallion.

Keeping as far as possible from the table, | stretched out my 128 arm and with the tip of
one finger lightly touched his wrist.

“What are you made of?” he exclaimed and sat up on the table.

| tried to arch my eyebrows a la Mother and give her laugh of finality. It must have had an
effect, for he left the room and ever after treated me with the utmost courtesy.

Clinics demand hospital service, without which many patients cannot be cared for. For this
reason the staff of the Columbia Dispensary opened a hospital in the ghetto near the clinic.
In the latter part of the nineteenth century laws governing the establishment and conduct
of hospitals were so lax that any individual or group could rent a building one week and
open an unstandardized hospital the next.

This hospital had such fleeting existence that it was never named. | was among the first to
send in a patient, an operative case—a minor operation that | was able to perform without
assistance. The day after the operation | visited the hospital, but could not get in. Every
door, front and back, was locked; windows were closed and shades drawn. Determined to
see my patient, | looked around for an open window. Discovering one in the basement, |
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crawled through and fell into a coal bin. Smudged and excited, | climbed the cellar stairs to
find the nurses and servants huddled in the dark kitchen.

From them | learned that on the previous day there had been a death in the hospital and
the neighbors, en masse and armed with sticks and knives, had threatened the staff and
the nurses. Laughing at their fears, | called an ambulance to remove my patient, who was
in good condition, to another institution and left the hospital by the front door. This was my
first and worst hospital experience in Chicago.

The hospital as well as the Columbia dispensary closed; and another hospital and
dispensary with the same staff opened at Twenty-fourth and Dearborn Streets. It was
called the Charity Hospital and here Dr. Robinson gave me both a gynecological clinic and
the opportunity to operate on every third patient referred from my clinic to the hospital.

This move brought the clinic within a short distance from my 129 home, but cut out the
obstetrical service, in which | was whole-heartedly interested. | loved obstetrics, but at
the same time | was keenly aware of its unpopularity. | understood perfectly the bitter
resentment of Dr. Joseph B. Delee, the greatest of our modern obstetricians, when he
wrote in the preface of his huge text book: “The present notorious disapprobation and
disesteem of obstetrics....”

Because | was a women, to specialize in obstetrics would brand me as a midwife, a
Cinderella step-sister of the usurping “man-midwife.” Perhaps in the long run it might
be wiser to apply myself to surgery until | had gained recognition as a surgeon—then |
could turn my attention to obstetrics. Entering obstetrics through a surgical door, | could
work in the birthroom with skill and distinction. For such reasons | hoped to become an
independent surgeon.

Anatomy, to which | had devoted much time, is the best foundation upon which to build
any specialty. My four-years' hospital experience would serve as a scaffold by which to
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climb to higher levels, and now constructive instruction in operative surgery by Dr. Byron
Robinson, whose assistant | was, would provide a blueprint for a surgical specialty.

Dr. Robinson, a pedagogic prodigy, was in addition, a man of abstemious habits and
devoted to the study of anatomy and surgery; but in his personal appearance and
language, unpolished and homely. He never euphemized, but always used the word “gut”
instead of “intestine,” and the word “belly” instead of “abdomen.”

Whenever the rectums is dilated, the anesthetized patient will take a deep breath that
sounds very much like the heehaw of a donkey. At such a demonstration, Dr. Robinson
always made the remark, “Hear the braying of the ass.”

His listeners attributed to him a coarse and vulgar mind, but I, fortunately, being country-
bred like Dr. Robinson, understood him. This homespun vernacularism did not prevent
his being the cleanest of men mentally and morally, honest as a Dutchman, unprejudiced
towards sex or social ranking, and indefatigable as 130 a worker and teacher. With his
students he was ruthless. Only he who wished to be instructed and helped was able to
endure the wounds given his pride.

I had worked with Dr. Robinson for two very happy and profitable years, when one day

| read the description of an operation by Dr. Howard Kelly, of Baltimore. The next day,
without consulting Dr. Robinson, | had started an operation and was proceeding to carry
out the Kelly technique when Dr. Robinson inquired, “What are you doing?”

| explained, “I am performing the Kelly operation.”
At that, he dropped the instrument he was holding, turned quickly, and left the room.

Nothing remained but to finish the operation with the assistance of the intern and nurse in
an atmosphere of silence that rivaled the grave.
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| thought too much of Dr. Robinson, and was too grateful to him not to hasten to talk the
matter over to an understanding. | found that in a gynecological meeting the previous
evening he had denounced this particular operation of Dr. Kelly's, and | could hardly blame
him when he insisted that henceforth | must talk over with him every operation that | did.

With tears and sobs | begged his pardon and acquiesced to all his requests. Nevertheless,
| began at that moment to realize that | must become an independent operator. Why
shouldn't I? | had to stand alone when unsuccessful. Hence, if | stood alone at all times, |
would enjoy and get the credit for success.

He had often said in my presence that it was worth while to train Van Hoosen because
she knew her anatomy. Dr. Robinson himself never discontinued his dissecting. Late into
the night he could be found carefully dissecting the sympathetic system or the circulation
of the uterus. In my teaching, while instructor in anatomy in the University of Michigan
Medical School for two years, as well as in the Northwestern University Women's Medical
School for another year, | had handled and been responsible for the dissecting of over a
hundred bodies. Dr. Robinson almost envied me my anatomical knowledge, and certainly
took great 131 pleasure and pride in teaching me, though often he criticized to the point of
abuse.

“How can you stand such treatment?” the visiting doctors would ask.

| would reply, “When | have learned to use the knife, the wounds to my pride and
sensibilities will soon heal.”

Relying upon the splendid training that | had received in the New England Hospital for
Women and Children in Boston, and the two years' association with Dr. Byron Robinson
in Chicago, | took steps to acquire independence in operating. Dr. Rachel Hickey Carr
agreed to help me in any operation | wished to do. To find a hospital that would allow a
young would-be surgeon to operate is difficult even today. Fortunately, on the South Side
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near my home was a hospital whose superintendent was a woman physician. Here, with
no difficulty | obtained permission to operate. My first patient was a Jewess who needed

a corrective gynecological operation. | had been well-trained in the technique of this
operation, which involved no risk to life and should be very successful. Nevertheless, soon
after the operation the patient had a rise of temperature and before the end of a week
every stitch hole, as well as the incision, was spouting pus. There was yellow pus, green
pus, thick pus, and thin pus. The wound gaped widely open. Week after week passed, and
still the purulent wound did not close.

It was nearly two months before that patient was in condition to leave the hospital, and it
was not surprising that her husband refused to pay the very large bill. The superintendent
told him that he could not remove his wife until he had paid the hospital. “Very well,” the
man bluffed, “you keep my wife.”